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Building Racial Literacy Through Relational Trust, Teacher Solidarity and Antiracist Praxis
Tanya E. Friedman
Advisor: Jody N. Polleck
Abstract
Schools in the United States continue to dramatically under-educate students with marginalized
identities. Although professional development for teachers regularly fails to develop the
knowledge, skills, dispositions, and commitment needed to interrupt educational inequities and
ensure all students thrive, scholarship on teacher learning has identified promising practices such
as critical inquiry groups for social justice which can foster teachers’ capacity to interrupt
inequitable instructional practices and school policies. (Gorski & Dalton, 2020; Manfra, 2019;
Peters, 2016). The three manuscripts in this dissertation explore the experience of a CIG
comprised of seven teachers working in an urban elementary school that serves multiply
marginalized students. The first manuscript employs Sealey-Ruiz’s (2021) six components of
racial literacy development as a framework to analyze how the CIG teachers’ racial literacy
supported them to interrupt racism on interpersonal and systemic levels. The second manuscript
traces one white teacher’s trajectory from savior toward accomplice, focusing on three major
shifts in his perception of his students and families and his conception of the role of a teacher for
equity. The third manuscript describes how the CIG teachers inspired each other to think
critically about how service-learning projects could either further or interrupt deficit
perspectives. Each manuscript concludes with recommendations for designing justice-oriented
professional learning spaces.

2
CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
As a child I imagined myself becoming a teacher, modeling my vision after beloved
teachers who made me feel excited about learning and excited about myself as a learner. Societal
messaging through high school and college convinced me that teaching was neither ambitious
nor important enough. I had decided not pursue teaching when I found a stack of recruitment
flyers for a brand new organization, Teach For America. Photos showed serious young people
with looks of passion, intensity, and purpose. The headline read: Do not ask yourself how you
can afford to teach, ask yourself how you can afford not to? The text that followed detailed the
problems in public education—teacher shortages, poor performance, unsafe schools—and
suggested that smart, well-intentioned, young people with a little commitment and even less
training could solve these problems and change the world one classroom at a time. Suddenly I
saw public school teaching as a political pursuit and a perfect stopgap between college and the
rest of my life. I had no idea it would become the rest of my life. More significantly for my
future students, I had no idea what I didn’t know. I didn’t know that my own excellent education
and interest in justice would not come close to giving me the skills and knowledge to be an
effective teacher. As a white woman with class, education, and skin privilege, I walked into my
first classroom believing that my experience in integrated settings and my personal relationships
with people across difference prepared me to teach students of color. Beyond the serious gaps in
my training, experience, and pedagogical knowledge, I had no vocabulary or framework to
understand how race played out in the lives of the thirty-three Black fourth graders in my
classroom, or in my own life. I did not know that the skills and practices which I now understand
as racial literacy were something I could or should cultivate. Unsurprisingly, I failed to provide
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my students with anything close to the education they deserved. While my insufficient training
may have left me particularly unprepared, the story of a white teacher underserving students of
color is neither unique nor uncommon.
Few teachers have had sustained opportunities or ongoing support to develop the
knowledge, skills, and dispositions to ensure all students thrive. Professional development for
teachers regularly fails to take up content or employ methods that lead to more equitable
schooling. Even as diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) efforts and anti-bias trainings (ABT)
have become widespread, research on their impact on teacher practice and student learning is
scant, and tends to emphasize implementation rather than outcomes, relies heavily on selfreported data, and often fails to articulate a theory of change (Kulik & Roberson, 2008).
Consistent with scholarship on teacher learning and change, the ABT and DEI programs with
positive results trended toward integrated, long-term learning engagements, yet most trainings
continue to be short-term, isolated experiences (Bezrukova, Jenh & Spell, 2012; Kulik &
Roberson, 2008).
I was lucky a few years into my teaching career to find my way to a school with an
explicit anti-racist stance where I had the chance to engage in collaborative teacher inquiry and
professional learning focused on teaching for equity (Friedrich & McKinney, 2010). The support
to reflect deeply on my values, practice and interactions with students combined with the
opportunity to investigate how race and inequity played out in our students’ lives and in our
school community accelerated my growth as an anti-racist educator, as did the opportunity to
read and discuss educational research with my colleagues as we designed and implemented
cycles of inquiry. My experiences reflect the literature on collaborative teacher inquiry that
shows its potential to impact teacher perceptions, pedagogy, and practice (Deluca et al., 2014;
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Friedrich & McKinney, 2010; Manfra, 2019). As a teacher coach and teacher educator I have had
the chance to develop and facilitate critical inquiry groups (CIG) for teachers to interrogate the
role of race, racism and privilege in their lives, the lives of their students and in their schools as
they carry out inquiry cycles to address school inequities. These spaces encourage collaborative
learning, planning and reflection with an emphasis on supporting teachers to take action on
multiple levels to interrupt inequities: internally, in their classrooms and in the world. As an antiracist professional developer, I wanted to understand more about how teacher collaboration and
teacher inquiry impact teacher perceptions, pedagogy, and practice, particularly related to their
multiply marginalized students.
This critical, qualitative study sought to understand how participation in an equity-driven
CIG influenced participants’ racial literacy, if at all. Seven teachers participated in the CIG
which met monthly for two hours in person or for 90 minutes online. Data sources included
observations of CIG meetings, individual interviews, action plans, reflection forms, and analytic
memos. Grounded theory analysis allowed me to explore 1) evidence of specific components of
racial literacy development in the CIG, 2) the trajectory of individual participants as practitioners
of antiracism, and 3) how conversations and activities in the CIG informed participants’
classroom practice. As a white facilitator and researcher, I used Critical Whiteness Studies to
examine ways that skin privilege, status, and role informed the group dynamics and my analysis.
Chapter Two’s manuscript, Creating the Conditions for Interruption: Racial Literacy
Development in a Critical Inquiry Group for Social Justice, employs Sealey-Ruiz’s (2021) six
components of racial literacy development as a framework to analyze how the CIG teachers’
racial literacy supported them to interrupt racism on interpersonal and systemic levels.
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Chapter Three’s manuscript, “The Students Led Me Here”: A White Teacher’s ActionOriented Journey Toward Antiracist and Abolitionist Practice, traces one white teacher’s
trajectory from savior toward accomplice, focusing on three major shifts in his perception of his
students and families and his conception of the role of a teacher for equity.
Chapter Four’s manuscript, Getting to the Why: Service Learning for Social Justice, was
written for practitioners and describes how the CIG teachers inspired each other to think
critically about how service-learning projects could either further or interrupt deficit
perspectives.
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CHAPTER II
CREATING THE CONDITIONS FOR INTERRUPTION: RACIAL LITERACY
DEVELOPMENT IN A CRITICAL INQUIRY GROUP FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE
Schools in the United States continue to dramatically under-educate students with
marginalized identities. Indeed, the predictive power of student demographics extends from
academic achievement to discipline disparities, from school satisfaction to post-secondary
success (Noguera, 2017). The systemic and structural inequities that pervade society reach deep
into education and include a lack of effective training and support for teachers of Black and
Brown students, students labeled with dis/abilities, students learning English as a new language,
and students living in poverty. Further, while professional development for teachers is steeped in
whiteness (Yoon, 2012), it has the potential to be a site of liberation (hooks, 1994). Although
pre-service and inservice training regularly fails to develop the knowledge, skills, dispositions,
and commitment needed for teachers to interrupt educational inequities and ensure all students
thrive, scholarship on teacher learning has identified promising practices such as teacher inquiry
with an explicit, recurrent equity focus, critical reflection, and teacher collaboration centered on
equitable instruction (Gorski & Dalton, 2020; Manfra, 2019; Peters, 2016).
For many years, school reform efforts have foregrounded teacher collaboration as an
essential element in strengthening teacher practice and interrupting inequitable patterns of
achievement and school experience (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009; Darling-Hammond &
McLaughlin, 2011; Gillis & Mitton-Kükner, 2019; Horn & Little, 2010; McLaughlin & Talbert,
2006). As opposed to traditional models of professional development that feature a banking
approach where experts provide information and direction to empty-vessel consumers, teacher
collaboration empowers teachers to learn from and with each other (Cochran-Smith & Lytle,
2009; DeLuca et al., 2015; Freire, 1970; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006). Teacher collaboration
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challenges two deficit assumptions of traditional professional development: that teachers have
little to offer in terms of guiding and leading, and that despite a range of individual experience,
expertise and contexts, all teachers have similar needs (Kohli et al., 2015; McLaughlin &
Talbert, 2006; Simon, 2005). Traditional models offer technical solutions to the problem of
teacher development while teacher collaboration employs an adaptive approach to the
opportunity for teacher growth (Heifetz & Laurie, 2002).
The potential of teacher collaboration to impact teacher practice and student learning
often goes unmet, even when schools and districts invest time and resources to ensure teachers
meet with each other regularly (Butler & Schellert, 2012; Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin,
2011). Creating time doesn't guarantee teachers will have the support or guidance to use that
time to strengthen their practice, reflect on their expectations, or develop their racial literacy
(Curry, 2008; Grayson, 2015). What teachers do together, how they work together and how they
talk about their work, their students, and their students’ identities all matter (Horn et al., 2017;
Levine & Marcus, 2010; Rogers & Mosley, 2006; Sealey-Ruiz, 2013; Vetter & HungerfordKressor, 2014). In addition, few teacher collaboration efforts support teachers to examine their
perceptions, engage in critical conversations, or push each other’s thinking and practice with a
critical lens (Horn et al., 2017; Nelson et al., 2010)--essential practices in a field where eighty
percent of the teaching force is white and the most poorly served populations are students of
color (Fergus, 2016). The culture of schools and the context of professional development
initiatives means that many teachers are unlikely to engage in meaningful, vulnerable
conversations related to race and identity without support (Curry, 2008; Grayson, 2015;
Singleton & Linton, 2005). As a result, even approaches to collaboration which affect teacher
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practice and impact student learning may not address racialized disparities in student learning
outcomes and school experience (Picower, 2007).
Teachers need professional learning opportunities purposefully designed to develop their
capacity to meet the needs of minoritized and marginalized students. Unfortunately, most
professional development for teachers fails to directly address the skills and dispositions that
developing racial literacy demands. People do not become racially literate by listening to lectures
about racial literacy; instead, becoming racially literate requires 1) critical reflection to
understand our own racialized experiences, the impact of our perceived and performed identity,
and our conscious and unconscious beliefs, 2) opportunities to understand and learn to recognize
the historical and current effects of systemic racism, and 3) support to interrupt educational
inequities (Grayson, 2016; Sealey-Ruiz, 2021; Stevenson, 2014). In my own experience, I had
the good fortune to work at a school with an explicit antiracist stance where professional learning
centered on equity-focused teacher inquiry. Through weekly professional development, monthly
support groups, and equity retreats, we had structured space and time to reflect deeply on our
own beliefs, biases, and experiences as we examined the ways race and identity played out in our
students’ lives and in our school community and worked to change our practices. These
sustained engagements with racially diverse colleagues provided crucial support and guidance on
my path as a white educator working toward antiracist teaching.
My experience mirrored the scholarship on collaborative teacher inquiry which shows the
positive impact on teacher perceptions, pedagogy, and practice (Deluca et al., 2014; Friedrich &
McKinney, 2010; Manfra, 2019). Teacher inquiry groups provide a structure for teachers to
interrogate the role of race, racism, and privilege in their lives, their students’ lives and within
their schools, ultimately working toward transformation. Thus, the purpose of this research study
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is to understand how collaborative critical inquiry supports teachers to develop antiracist
practices and interrupt inequities. A school-based critical inquiry group where teachers focused
on authentic challenges in their specific context offered a rich space for this exploration
(Picower, 2015). Drawing on Sealey-Ruiz's (2021) model of racial literacy development, this
article explores the research question: In what ways, if any, do teachers in a critical inquiry group
interrupt inequities?
Critical Inquiry Groups for Social Justice
Teacher inquiry groups have varying degrees of intentionality around educational equity
and race (Curry, 2007; Gillis & Mitton-Kükner, 2019), however explicit attention to these issues
is necessary to become a liberatory educator (Maddamsetti, 2021; Riordan et al., 2019). For this
study, I focus on inquiry groups which emphasize 1) explicit goals related to educational equity,
2) critical reflection related to race and racism, 3) an orientation toward praxis, and 4)
collaboration. To distinguish these groups from other teacher inquiry groups, I refer to them as
Critical Inquiry Groups for Social Justice (CIGs). CIGs work toward educational equity by
building teacher capacity as critical educators, social justice leaders and activists, while also
strengthening instruction that prioritizes critical consciousness and agency in students (DuncanAndrade, 2008; Luna et al., 2004; Morrison, 2018; Torres-Guzman et al., 2008). DuncanAndrade (2008) explains that teachers in a CIG focus on ensuring student success in the current
system while simultaneously building student capacity to be liberatory agents of change because
“they do not accept urban poverty as an excuse for underachievement by either teachers or
students. Instead, they see unequal material conditions as a set of constraints that students can
and should transform” (p. 4). The idea of transformation matters here as it locates teachers and
students as actors with the potential to affect their realities. Critical educators understand (or
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come to see) racialized disparities in educational outcomes as a ramification of white supremacy,
designed to reify a deficit perspective of BIPOC students and communities that they have the
responsibility to interrupt (Nieto et al., 2002; Torre, 2009).
Members of a CIG work to recognize how the context of their lives and their students’
lives, particularly related to their privileged and marginalized identities, affects their inquiry and
their instruction. Rogers et al. (2005) write, “We continually ask ourselves how we can facilitate
acquisition of the codes of power while at the same time building on the linguistic and cultural
resources that our learners bring into the classroom” (p. 348). This kind of critical framing
highlights the transformative and emancipatory potential of inquiry. Critical reflection is also
necessary within CIGs, requiring self-examination that looks specifically and pointedly at ways
educators are complicit with the goals of white supremacy. Researchers have noted that critical
self-reflection can cause feelings of discomfort, inadequacy, and guilt (Friedrich & McKinney,
2010; Morrison, 2018). Friedrich and McKinney (2010) explain, “Confronting our own
assumptions, challenging cherished teaching practices, and learning skills and tools that will
make a difference in students’ learning and lives takes courage and supportive structures” (p.
250). A CIG can foster courage and critical reflection by moving beyond polite encouragement
into dialectical discourse where participants take seriously the group’s role in nurturing and
challenging each other as critical educators. In a critical learning community like a CIG “ideas
are probed that create discomfort and are worked through by critical dialogue, a ‘back and
forthness’ that disrupts and acknowledges tensions” (Lopez, 2011, p. 81). Critical dialogue is
necessary as teachers work to disrupt dominant culture in education.
CIGs also incorporate Freire’s (1970) vision that “critical consciousness is brought about
through praxis, “the authentic union of action and reflection,” intended to transform our world
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(p.79). Thus, CIGs engage in critical dialogue and reflection to uncover how structural and
systemic racism and inequities play out in their classrooms and schools. CIGs use their time
together to investigate how their own implicit biases, beliefs, and perceptions perpetuate the
status quo in order to plan transformative action. In CIGs, a shared focus on transformative
praxis can cultivate a group culture where participants pursue “pedagogical goals, became
students of their praxis, and practiced social justice teaching” (Navarro, 2018, p. 343).
Overall, collaborative inquiry increases the possibility of critical discourse that can
inspire and push teachers to deeper reflection, risk-taking, and collective action (Kuh, 2016;
Navarro, 2018; Simon, 2015). Friedrich and McKinney (2010) write, “Collaborative structures
are essential if inquiry work is to be focused on equity and reach students who are traditionally
underserved by the system” (p. 250). When these collaborations occur, CIGs can “become spaces
where the uncertainties and questions intrinsic to practice can be seen (not hidden)” (CochranSmith & Lytle, 2009, p.37). To develop racial literacy, teachers need support to explore
uncertainties and examine practices that have been rendered invisible by white supremacy. CIGs
have the potential to be powerful spaces to foster the capacity to interrupt inequities.
Racial Literacy
Racial literacy is the ability to identify, understand, and respond to the material and
psychological consequences of the social construction of race in ways that resist, recast, and
transform (Guinier, 2004; Stevenson, 2014; Twine, 2004). Racially literate people recognize that
race operates on systemic levels that manifest in intrapersonal, interpersonal, and institutional
racism. As a theoretical framework, racial literacy elucidates “the powerful and complex ways in
which race influences the social, economic, political, and educational experiences of individuals
and groups” (Skerrett, 2011, p. 314) and provides a lens for tracing people’s paths toward
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antiracism. As a skill set, racial literacy is the capacity and commitment to interrupt racism in
personal and professional contexts (Sealey-Ruiz, 2021).
Rooted in critical legal studies and critical race theory, Guinier (2004) conceived of racial
literacy as an antidote to racial liberalism, where racial liberalism responds to the symptoms of
inequality while racial literacy interrupts the causes of inequality. In education, racial liberalism
manifests as color evasive, white savior, and deficit-masked-as-compassion ideologies whereas
racial literacy involves a recognition of systemic racism and a commitment to activate that
recognition on behalf of justice. From a sociological analysis of interracial families, Twine
(2004) took a relational approach and defined racial literacy as the capacity to navigate the racist
world in self-preserving and liberatory ways. Specifically, Twine (2010) described racial literacy
as the capacity to understand daily and local manifestations of race and racism against broader
social movements and historical events. Racially literate people recognize that decisions and
actions either perpetuate or interrupt racist systems (Kendi, 2019). There is no value-neutral
schooling: actions taken in schools either reify the status quo or inspire action toward
transformation, either silently promote racial illiteracy or intentionally cultivate racial literacy
(Grayson, 2018; Nieto, 2006; Rogers & Mosely, 2006; Sealey-Ruiz, 2013; Stevenson, 2014). For
educators, recognizing the role of race and racism in everyday interactions provides an important
entry point for understanding that race and racism are present in the classroom and curriculum
regardless of a teacher’s background, beliefs, or intentions (Grayson, 2018; Sealey-Ruiz, 2013).
Guinier (2004) notes that racial literacy "is an interactive process” that “depends on the
engagement between action and thought" (p. 114), emphasizing that racial literacy includes
interruptive action, as well as recognition of the impact of race.
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For nearly twenty years, researchers and practitioners have applied and adapted theories
of racial literacy development across educational settings, disciplines, curriculum, and students’
lives in schools (Epstein & Schieble, 2019; Grayson, 2018; Laughter et al., 2021; Nash et al.,
2018; Rogers & Mosely, 2006; Sealey-Ruiz, 2015; Stevenson, 2014). Within this study, I
employed Sealey-Ruiz’s (2021) six components of racial literacy development—critical love,
critical humility, critical reflection, historical literacy, Archeology of SelfTM, and interruption—
as a theoretical framework to explore how teachers in a CIG enact racial literacy. Table 1
provides Sealey-Ruiz’s (2021) definition of each component and I expand on these below.
Table 1
Sealey-Ruiz’s (2021) Six Components of Racial Literacy Development
Component

Definition (Sealey-Ruiz, 2020)

Critical Love

Cultivate a profound ethical commitment to caring for the communities
we work in, including caring for self.

Critical
Humility

Remain open to understanding the limits of our own worldviews and
ideologies.

Critical
Reflection

Think through the various layers of our identities and how privileged and
marginalized statuses affect the work.

Historical
Literacy

Develop a rich and contextual awareness of the historical forces that shape
the communities we work in but also the society we live in.

Archeology of
Self

Deep excavation and exploration beliefs, biases, and ideas that shape how
we engage in work.

Interruption

Interrupt racism & inequality at personal and systemic levels.

Sealey-Ruiz’s (2021) model combines the internal work, knowledge building, and actions
necessary for racial literacy development. The six components do not represent a linear
progression; “instead, it is expected that the different components can be developed
simultaneously or at different times and must be revisited often” (Sealey-Ruiz, 2021, p. 287).

14
The first component, critical love, provides the moral compass, courage, and joy that
compel educators to persevere to interrupt injustice and to develop their own racial literacy
(Sealey-Ruiz, 2021). West (2009) writes, “When you love people, you hate that they’re being
treated unjustly. Justice is not simply an abstract concept to regulate institutions, but also a fire in
the bones to promote the well-being of all” (p. 232). Critical love is a “fire in the bones”
conviction that all people, especially students and their families, deserve to be cherished,
honored, and supported, and a commitment to make decisions and take actions which reflect that
conviction. When educators enact critical love, they reject deficit perspectives that devalue
others’ lives and lived experiences, including their own. Driven by critical love, teachers strive to
deepen their own racial literacy so they can interrupt educational inequities and create antiracist
spaces for their students.
The next four components of racial literacy development stem from critical love, support
educators to develop the necessary knowledge, skill, and emotional intelligence to enact
antiracist practices, and lead toward the goal of interruption. The component of critical humility
involves the self-awareness to acknowledge how and when our worldview, privilege, or fear
impinge on our ability to recognize and embrace different, new, or conflicting perspectives
(Foronda et al., 2016). Building authentic relationships across difference is necessary for racial
literacy development and requires critical humility. Critical humility also allows for the honest
self-examination that critical reflection and the Archeology of SelfTM demand.
Critical reflection involves analyzing assumptions, experiences, and the social context of
race, as well as experiences learning about race, racism, and anti-racism—including the absence
of experience that many white people report—in order to understand how identity, privilege, and
status affect expectations, instructional decisions, and reactions to students (Liu & Ball, 2019;
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Grayson, 2016; Sealey-Ruiz & Greene, 2015). Without insight into how power informs our
motivations, analyses, and experiences, we cannot take transformative and interruptive action.
Historical literacy addresses the knowledge educators must have to interrupt racism in
education. Specifically, educators need to know the history of resistance, resilience, and
excellence of marginalized populations, especially the populations they teach, as well as
recognize that all historical, social, and political events can be read through a racial literacy
framework (Brown, 2017; Muhammad, 2020; Sealey-Ruiz & Greene, 2015, Stevenson, 2014).
Unfortunately, most schools address race and racism in inadequate or misguided ways, often
tokenizing moments of history, which ultimately can serve to “re-inscribe race marginalization in
the curriculum” (King, 2016, p. 1305). Few teacher education programs make up for these gaps,
which means that nearly all teachers interested in developing their racial literacy have knowledge
building to do (Sleeter, 2001).
The Archeology of the SelfTM “is the process of digging deeply and peeling back the
layers of one’s life experiences” (Sealey-Ruiz, 2021, p. 288). This self-excavation supports
educators to recognize how their life experiences, informed by race, racism, as well as other
aspects of identity, have influenced their conscious and unconscious beliefs, and how those
beliefs play out in their interactions with students (Mentor & Sealey-Ruiz, 2021). Spaulding et
al. (2021) explain, “We have to clearly know our racialized selves and why we are choosing to
engage in antiracist work to stay invested in the struggle” (p. 15). The realizations that arise from
the Archeology of the SelfTM can be painful, enlightening, and joyful, and often transformative.
Interrupting racism and inequality, the goal of racial literacy development, can happen in
multiple ways on multiple levels. For example, an individual teacher performs an interruption
when they become aware of a deficit perspective they hold toward a student’s family and work to

16
transform their expectations; a school leader interrupts white supremacy culture when they
replace a punitive discipline system with a restorative one; and the adoption of a curriculum that
foregrounds the voices and perspectives of marginalized populations interrupts the racist
narrative of dominant culture that normalizes whiteness (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Love, 2019;
Paris & Alim, 2014). Interruption in a society governed by white supremacy requires support,
time, practice, vision, and courage (Grayson, 2014; Sealey-Ruiz, 2013; Stevenson, 2014). White
people who benefit from the status quo and have less intuitive understanding of race and racism
may assert antiracist beliefs but hesitate to take antiracist action (Matias, 2013; Grayson, 2018).
People of color may choose not to act for different reasons including internalized racism,
exhaustion from the extent of current and historical racism and the ignorance and myopia of
white peers, or fear of the consequences from speaking out (Brown, 2017; Grayson, 2018).
Despite the challenges, many educators take steps to interrupt the effects of white supremacy in
themselves, in their classrooms, and in their schools. The six components of racial literacy
development provided a lens to analyze data and a framework to interpret the mediating factors
that supported teachers in the CIG to interrupt racism on interpersonal and systemic levels.
Methods
This critical qualitative case study captures moments in the racial literacy development of
seven teachers who participated in a school-based CIG. Specifically, I explore whether and how
they enacted components of racial literacy, and whether and how they interrupted racism on
individual or institutional levels.
Context: Justice Elementary School (JES)
The CIG took place at a small preK-5 elementary school that serves 228 students in a
large urban school district in the Northeastern United States. The school sits in the congressional
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district with the highest concentration of poverty in the United States and among the highest
rates of food insecurity (Feeding America, 2021; Santiago, 2019). Over three-quarters of the
students are Latinx, including many recent immigrants, and the remaining students are Black.
Nearly all the students qualify for the free and reduced lunch program. Forty-five percent of the
students are learning English as a new language and 35% have Individualized Education Plans
(IEP) (NYCDOE, 2019). While the staff does not fully reflect the demographics of the students,
over 60% of the classroom teachers are people of color, as are most support staff. The current
principal is in her seventh year at JES, during which time student achievement has soared from
zero students scoring proficient on state tests in 2014 to 54% in ELA and 41% in Math in 2019
(NYCDOE, 2019). On the 2019 school environment survey administered by the school district,
JES teachers reported a high degree of trust in each other, clarity around the principal’s vision,
and a widespread commitment to ensuring that all students learn (NYCDOE, 2019).
During the 2016-17 and 2017-18 school years, four teachers from JES participated in a
neighborhood CIG which I facilitated. In the 2018-19 school year, eight JES teachers formed a
site-based CIG which continues today with some annual participant changes. Data for this article
was collected during the 2020-21 school year. Cultivating antiracist practices remained the
group’s primary purpose, however the content focus shifted each year based on the school’s
instructional focus. In a response to the global pandemic, the district mandated project-based
learning during the 2020-21 school year. The group elected to focus their inquiry and action
plans on integrating culturally relevant and sustaining pedagogy into project-based learning.
Participants
In 2020-21, seven JES teachers volunteered to participate in the CIG with the
understanding that the CIG would also serve as a research site. Of these seven teachers, five were
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from the original group, one had joined the year before, and one teacher joined for the first time.
The criterion for inclusion in the study was a willingness to commit to the meeting schedule and
to participate in data collection activities that occurred during CIG meetings. Interviews and
member checking activities were optional. Table 2 provides an overview of the participants.
Table 2
Participant Information
Name

Gender Racial Identity

Position

Years
Teaching

Years in
CIG

Cristina*

F

Dominican
American

PreK Special Educator

3

3

Lizzie

F

White

ESL teacher

6

4

Douglas

M

White

5th grade

14

3

Layla

F

Black

2nd grade Special
Educator

7

3

Sasha

F

African
American

2nd grade

7

5

Seema

F

South Asian

3rd grade

4

2

Phoebe

F

White

4th grade

2

1

*Participants chose their pseudonyms and racial identities
Study Design: CIG Meetings
The study design revolved around eight monthly CIG meetings over the 2020-2021
school year which, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, took place on Zoom for 90 minutes after
school hours. The meetings followed a consistent structure designed to develop racial literacy
through trust building, identity investigation, explorations of theory and practice, and
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collaborative planning around culturally relevant and sustaining project-based learning. The flow
of activities, co-constructed over several years, was only slightly adapted for the virtual setting.
At each CIG meeting, participants had time to share questions, thoughts, and experiences related
to race and equity, to ask each other for support, to collaborate on project plans, and to reflect on
their learning as well as their experience of the meeting. Significantly, the group also had a
voiced agreement that the needs of the group, particularly related to issues of equity, took
precedence over the espoused agenda.
Positionality and Member Checking
As a white facilitator of the CIG, my identity as researcher warrants discussion. Although
I hold teacher as a primary identity, the roles of facilitator and researcher both signal expertise
different from teaching. I discussed the potential power dynamic with the group and positioned
myself as a co-learner. I also acknowledged the privileges of race, class, education, status,
ability, and language that I carried into the space, as well as ways these privileges limit my
vision. As an insider-outsider, I benefited from relationships and insight built through working
with participants at JES over time, as well as from the distance and perspective that not being
fully part of the community brings (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). I had to be conscious of my dual,
sometimes competing, interests between the research project and the evolving needs of the
group. Because of the identity and reflective work the group undertook, I had organic
opportunities at every meeting to listen and learn, to discuss conflicts that emerged from my role,
and to “negotiate ways of knowing with that of the community” (Milner, 2007, p. 396).
Although co-ownership of the group had always been in the CIG, the realities of teaching
full time during a global pandemic left the participants with less bandwidth to assume leadership
roles than in past years. I conceptualized my facilitation as holding space for the work rather than
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asserting an agenda, a stance I mentioned to the participants frequently. An exchange with Sacha
helped me understand the limitations of that positioning. During our third meeting, as we waited
for everyone to arrive on Zoom, Douglas casually asked what I had planned for the day. I said,
“I’ve got ideas, of course, but I’m open. I don’t want to make everyone talk about structural
racism if you’re like I just need to talk about what’s going on with a student. My priority is
making this space work for you.”
Sacha then unmuted herself to say:
Honestly, Tanya, you making an agenda and coming up with ideas, it’s like the most
supportive thing. My brain’s way too tired to come up with anything, but I know
whatever you have planned is going to be just what I need. Just please don’t ask me to
know what that is.
Other participants echoed Sacha’s thoughts in written reflections. While I sought shared
leadership, they appreciated the chance to have someone else take responsibility. My initial
vision for this study leaned toward critical participatory action research, but the demands on the
teachers meant that despite their willingness to participate in the group and in additional data
collection activities, none of them felt prepared to make a time commitment beyond that. I opted
instead to hold myself to a high standard of humanizing research methods (Paris & Winn, 2013)
and robust member checking.
As a researcher-participant, I took a turn presenting my emergent research when
participants presented their inquiry plans and dilemmas. Thus, participants shared their reactions
to emergent ideas throughout the data collection processes. I also shared initial themes for
feedback and discussion. Finally, I committed to a teacher solidarity lens (Philip et al., 2016),
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where my aim was to learn how the components of racial literacy lived in the CIG, and not to
search for gaps in teacher practice or racial literacy.
Limitations
The design and implementation of this research present several limitations. Beyond
teaching at the same school and having all been hired by a single administrative team, the
participants self-selected to join the CIG and are not representative of the larger teaching
population and, thus, the results are not generalizable. Pre-existing relationships between and
among the participants and me were also a limitation, as my affection and regard for the
participants certainly influenced my lens and analysis. Additionally, the research was conducted
over Zoom during the Covid-19 pandemic which affected discourse within the CIG, the teaching
context, participant morale, and attendance, which was less consistent than in previous years.
Finally, data collection occurred over one year, but most participants were members of the CIG
for a few years, making it difficult to trace which CIG structures, discussions, and experiences
contributed to racial literacy development from a longitudinal perspective.
Data Sources, Data Collection, and Trustworthiness
I audio-recorded and transcribed eight CIG meetings and collected action planning forms
and written reflections from each participant following each meeting. I also kept copies of
artifacts created during the meetings, such as participants’ written equity stances and group notes
from discussions and protocols. Field notes taken during and following the meetings
supplemented the transcripts and other documents, while providing me the opportunity to step
back and reflect on my own participation and experience (Herr & Anderson, 2015).
I also interviewed each participant once (Layla, Phoebe), twice (Lizzie, Seema), or three
times (Cristina, Douglas, Sacha) depending on their availability and interest. Interviews lasted
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between 30 and 60 minutes and were audio recorded and transcribed. Semi-structured interviews
provided direction and flexibility. Questions about participants’ background, racial identity,
teacher education, and motivation to join the CIG helped me understand their racial literacy.
Second and third interviews gave me the chance to ask more questions about their experience in
the CIG and the extent to which work in the CIG influenced classroom practice.
Collecting data from observations, interviews, analytic memos, and document analysis
allowed for triangulation and thick description which contributed to the trustworthiness of my
findings (Patton, 2014). Following each CIG meeting, I wrote an analytic memo to reflect on the
role of race and identity in my facilitative choices. Additionally, a weekly qualitative research
group provided peer feedback on my evolving analysis.
Data Analysis
To analyze the data, I used grounded theory which “places priority on the phenomena of
the study and sees both data and analysis as created from shared experiences and relationships
with the participants” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 130). As a first step I transcribed and read through the
transcripts of the interviews and CIG meetings. I then used in vivo and process codes to
inductively code units of meaning while staying close to participants’ own words (Saldaña,
2013). I grouped and sorted these codes into 31 emergent themes which included phrases such
as: grappling with complexity, rejecting deficit perspective, naming race, storytelling, charting
growth, and excavating early life experiences. Before second round coding, I used these themes
to analyze the written reflections, action inquiry plans, and my field notes and data memos to
triangulate the analysis. Second round axial coding allowed me to reorganize and consolidate the
initial codes to better respond to the research question (Saldaña, 2013). Through this process, I
collapsed the themes into 11 categories that included talking about race, resisting deficit
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perspectives, curricular disruption, and reflecting on beliefs. At this point, I re-analyzed the data
using Sealey-Ruiz’s (2021) six components of racial literacy and developed a coding matrix to
operationalize the components (see Table 3). To increase trustworthiness, I shared the process
and findings with the participants and with my qualitative research group for peer feedback.
Table 3
Components of Racial Literacy Development with Examples
Component
(Sealey-Ruiz,
2021)

An example of what this sounded like in the CIG

CRITICAL LOVE

“When new people join, they’re like, oh I see, you guys take this really
seriously. That’s the culture. You can't come in here with an attitude of not
caring or being negative about kids and families because we're not gonna let
that happen. We're going to be like, nope! We're positive, we're going to
make this work. We're here for our kids and we're going to, you know, bust
our butts to make it work.” Cristina

CRITICAL
HUMILITY

“I might have an idea of how we should proceed, but someone else might
say, ‘Douglas, I grew up in this community. I think this is something we
need to talk about.’ And I realize this is my perspective because yes, I’m
looking through my lenses, which is fine, right? But there are other
perspectives and other lenses that we need to consider. And I think that's
allowed for the environment we have and the progress for the kids, it's made
because of that.” Douglas

CRITICAL
REFLECTION

“So, I grew up in a very white neighborhood. Very privileged. I grew up in a
single parent household, but everybody around me was very privileged, so I
never really felt this I'm a person of color kind of thing until grad school,
and I realized, oh, my race does really play a role in the way that I'm
perceived in the world. I think kids think that I'm more approachable
because I'm a person of color who's coming into their environment. But
when I speak, I think they see me as a white person and that’s actually a
really interesting and sometimes challenging discussion.” Seema

HISTORICAL
LITERACY

“There’s so much history in this community, and not just the different
immigrants who’ve been here–pretty much everyone was here at some
point–but also a history of activism and also celebration. I mean, Hip Hop
was basically born here. And like right now, all kinds of people are helping
their neighbors get through the pandemic. Someone you might look at and
be like that person is in really bad shape but that’s the person doing the most
organizing.” Layla
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ARCHEOLOGY
OF SELFTM

“Because of my upbringing, it was more we're lucky to even be here, just be
happy to be here, and how do I appeal to my white peers? I don't blame the
people in my life because that's how they got by when they got here, just
kind of keep your head down. So it was later when I was like, no, actually, I
can have a voice and I can be myself and I can advocate and not have that
fear that I’m going to be judged. And now I think about being that person for
my students and families, telling them you don't have to worry about this or
you can ask for that. Let's not change ourselves. And being someone that
looks like them, I can provide support that I didn't receive.” Cristina

INTERRUPTION

“And you know, sometimes we get into the habit of using curriculum as it is.
And we don't really think about the implications of some of it, especially
when it’s recommended or it’s in the TC units and the book is about a Latino
boy and his family and neighborhood. But there is this subtle messaging that
he’s stealing because he’s poor. I guess not that subtle really. And then it
goes from being this book we can use to teach about good choices and yay,
it has characters who look like our kids, into a book that’s really creating a
deficit perspective about a neighborhood that looks like this one, about the
kids we think it’s connecting to. I read about the author and she’s white and
never lived in an inner city and she’s probably not even aware of her biases,
like she thinks she’s writing a great book because he makes a good choice in
the end. Maybe you use it to build that criticality, but I think there has to be
a lot of scaffolding first.” Sacha

Findings
Because interruption is the goal of racial literacy development, I focused my analysis on
how and when CIG participants interrupted inequity. My analysis revealed four categories of
interruption: 1) interrupting deficit perspective in self and others, 2) interrupting curriculum and
pedagogy that reifies deficit perspective, 3) interrupting color-evasive and value-neutral
discourse, and 4) recognizing systemic racism as a first step toward interruption. In each instance
of interruption, other components of racial literacy development were evident, reinforcing the
interrelatedness of the components and the non-linear nature of racial literacy development. In
this section I present each category of interruption and describe how the components of racial
literacy development gave CIG participants the tools for interruption.
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Interrupting Deficit Perspectives
Participants interrupted deficit perspectives in themselves and each other, as well as in
colleagues and acquaintances outside the group. These interruptions sometimes took the form of
a gentle rephrase to people-first language as when Lizzie, a white teacher, suggested that Seema,
a South Asian teacher, change the language she was using, “maybe just reframing it as kids and
families who are hungry instead of saying the poor people, like making that the language you
use.” Other times participants interrupted their colleagues’ discourse that blamed families, their
own deficit thinking about students, and the beginning of deficit perspectives in students. Every
interruption of deficit perspective is an affirmation of belief in the value and inherent potential of
another person or group, and thus is an assertion of critical love. For example, Cristina, who is
Dominican-American, shared:
Sometimes teachers say things and it’s maybe not the nicest thing, but because we
collaborate so well, someone can step in and we’re able to hold each other accountable
and be like, hey, and then turn the conversation into how are we understanding this
family versus they’re not doing anything or they don’t care.
Here critical love supports Cristina’s interruption in two ways. First, her care for and belief in the
families of her students compels her to step in and hold her colleagues accountable to their
shared commitment to work toward understanding and not blaming families. Additionally, this
example demonstrates Cristina’s critical love for her colleagues, both in the mutual respect that
undergirds their collaboration and has created space for feedback and challenge, as well as in the
commitment to help each other speak and act in line with their values.
Activities and discussions during CIG meetings created opportunities for critical
reflection which sometimes led to participants recognizing and interrupting their own deficit
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perspectives. In a root cause activity, teachers explored the unconscious ways low expectations
manifest in their classrooms, even for teachers who intend to hold high expectations for all
students. Seema identified her habit of filling the classroom space with teacher talk as a response
to her fear that her students wouldn’t be able to construct sophisticated meaning. Critical
reflection led to awareness of the deficit perspective underlying that fear and she committed to
creating more space for student talk even when silence or wait time made her uncomfortable. At
a subsequent meeting, she reported on her progress:
I find myself trying to step back and let kids have conversations for themselves. I'm not
doing the best job. I feel like I still interject very often. I’m trying to raise my level of
questioning so that it provokes more critical thinking and helps them get to the answers
themselves instead of just telling them.
Seema’s commitment to her students’ growth, a form of critical love, inspired her to interrupt her
practice. Her continued examination of the internal forces driving her teaching practice also
required Archeology of SelfTM as she explored the roots of her discomfort with silence and the
unconscious bias that undermined her confidence in her students’ ability to generate
sophisticated responses. She explained, “It’s a bad cycle because when they don’t have a
response, either I decide I’m a bad teacher or they don’t have the skills and neither of those
options is actually productive.” This excavation of the beliefs that shaped her practice
encouraged Seema to devise strategies that helped her interrupt an instructional pattern which
was reinforcing an unconscious deficit perspective on her part and which could also contribute to
students internalizing a negative self-concept of themselves as learners.
Teachers also articulated the desire to interrupt their students’ deficit perspectives of
themselves and their communities. Douglas described one of his goals in a 5th grade community
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service project as “helping students become aware of systems in our society that put them at a
disadvantage.” He wanted his students to understand the difference between personal and
structural racism to interrupt any conscious or unconscious bias students might be internalizing
about the causes of poverty in their neighborhood. Helping students develop this awareness
required Douglas to strengthen his historical literacy so he could speak to the specific ways that
structural racism impacted the school community, as well as provide resources and experiences
to support students to see complex and often invisible forces of racism and greed.
Similarly, when Sacha and Layla, who both identify as African American, planned a
project for second graders focused on addressing hunger during the pandemic, they wrestled with
how to avoid reinforcing negative tropes about the community or people who experience hunger.
When they presented this dilemma to the CIG, they engaged critical humility, critical reflection,
and critical love. Layla wondered aloud, “How can I disrupt students’ deficit perspective of what
a person who struggles with food insecurity looks like?” Noting how many resources featured
people of color in poverty including news coverage of their neighborhood, Sacha added, “We’re
giving them all this information and it's like, am I creating a deficit perspective? I mean how
many times do you hear that you live in the poorest community in the country before you
internalize that there’s something wrong with your neighborhood?”
At the next month’s CIG session, Layla described the change in student engagement
when they entered the phase of the project focused on what community members were doing to
combat hunger locally:
This was by far their favorite part so maybe this is how we do it, like we have to fill them
with positive images so now the story is that all these real people in my community are
helping my community and maybe we need to just spend less time on the problems.
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Layla and Sacha’s commitment to their students extends beyond supporting their academic
progress to taking responsibility for how the students see themselves and their community, a
dimension of critical love. The decision to bring the dilemma to the CIG to seek multiple
perspectives and the awareness that their students’ experience of the project was different from
theirs exemplifies critical humility, as does the willingness to grapple out loud with the
complexity of teaching young students about the effects of structural racism in their community.
Layla and Sacha also engaged critical reflection as they recognized potential negative
consequences of the images and discourse in the project they were teaching, and as they analyzed
the positive impact of highlighting solutions, representation, and role models. Taken together,
their critical love, critical humility and critical reflection supported Layla and Sacha to interrupt
the reinforcement of deficit perspectives in their students. While the emphasis here is on the
teachers’ efforts not to contribute to their students’ deficit perspective, interrupting deficit
perspective in this instance also led to interrupting curriculum and pedagogy.
Interrupting Deficit Perspective in Curriculum and Pedagogy
Integrating culturally responsive and sustaining pedagogies (CRSP) into their instruction
was the primary way CIG participants interrupted curriculum and pedagogy that perpetuate
deficit perspectives and dominant culture racist ideologies. In the CIG, teachers unpacked the
core tenets of CRSP and then worked to center student culture and identity, include more
connections to current events, develop students’ critical consciousness, and focus on student
voice, choice, and leadership (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Paris & Alim, 2014). The desire to
transform their instruction to become more liberatory, relevant, and affirming reflects a belief in
the value and potential of their students and is itself a function of critical love.
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Teachers in the CIG first interrupted their curriculum and pedagogy by replacing read
alouds that centered dominant culture with culturally relevant texts and class discussions that
focused on issues of identity, inequity, and community. With administrative support, teachers in
the CIG shared this work at PD meetings and grade-level planning sessions. Their individual
classroom interruptions grew into a schoolwide interruption. However, as CIG participants
expanded CRSP into other areas of their curriculum and pedagogy, they worried that others
weren’t. Layla said, “Pretty much everyone is doing the read alouds, but is that enough? Like a
couple times a week you get to feel connected to your learning? That doesn’t seem like enough.”
Douglas concurred, “A lot of people are doing what’s mandated or what they know the
administration wants to see, but they’re not getting that it’s an approach, it’s daily, it’s the way
you teach, not something you teach.” These comments demonstrate that beyond interrupting
specific aspects of their instruction, CIG teachers interrupted how they conceptualized
curriculum and their role as teachers. Douglas explained how the focus on CRSP within the CIG
spilled into schoolwide structures:
So, before when we were at grade level meetings, it would be like, Hey, what’s the
standard? How do we address this standard? And it’s turned into, okay, maybe this is the
standard, but where else can we go? This is the book, but is this the right book? How
deep can we go related to equity, culture, backgrounds? Where can we build in student
voice and choice? I think that all shifted because of this group.
The new questions show the focus of their planning and collaboration moving from coverage of
standards to relevance, depth, and student voice. The idea that “the right book” is one that allows
students to go deep in discussions related to issues of equity and identity reflects the belief that
students can meet high expectations. Similarly, the assertion that “student voice and choice”
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deserve to be considered in curriculum planning reveals the value teachers place on their
students’ lived experiences. The asset-based perspective inherent in high expectations and in
their regard for student voice and choice is an enactment of critical love and an interruption of
deficit perspective in curriculum and pedagogy. Importantly, the interruption extended beyond
the classrooms of the CIG teachers into a schoolwide change that influenced instruction as
principles of CRSP became a starting place and as the conversation during grade level
collaboration echoed the equity-focused inquiry of the CIG.
Despite the participants’ commitments to CRSP, building students’ critical consciousness
initially proved challenging, in part because participants felt unsure about their own capacity to
recognize the role race, racism and power play in a situation or system. When Seema said, “I
don’t know that the questions I ask really provoke that kind of critical thinking,” Sacha replied:
I literally practice a critical lens. I’m like, okay, how is this story or show reflecting
racism and inequity? What would someone else see? Before the CIG, I was more surface
level with my instruction. And it has been really amazing to get support here to have a
different kind of conversation with the students, to have them talk about things and not
just, oh do you agree or disagree? Now it’s like, okay, what do you think about that? And
it’s amazing because the space to say what they’re actually thinking really does make
them better thinkers. Approaching lessons this way has pushed me to consider how
students perceive things, and then how I can support them to perceive other things.
Practicing a critical lens led to a significant shift in Sacha’s instruction. She interrupted her
“surface level” teaching which allowed “a different kind of conversation” and interrupted a
pattern of superficial engagement in her students. To consider how a text reflects racism requires
historical literacies to situate the narratives of the text against larger historical and social contexts
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and to understand the underlying forces, power, and perspectives. When Sacha asks herself,
“What would someone else see?” she acknowledges the limits of her own perspective and thus
enacts critical humility. As she became more practiced at activating her critical consciousness,
she created more opportunities for her students to develop theirs. Sacha also reflected on the cost
to her as an African American woman of not being supported to develop her critical
consciousness throughout her schooling, explaining,
I don’t want my students to grow up without being able to see these things. It’s like you
can teach that Black is beautiful but if you don’t also teach how insidious the efforts to
keep us down are, there’s a piece that doesn’t connect.
Sacha connected a deep reflection on her personal experience to her hopes for her students.
When Sacha examined how the absence of attention to multiple perspectives and to structural
and systemic racism mitigated some of the positive messaging about her racial identity she heard
as a child, she committed to supporting her students’ critical consciousness. Exploring the impact
of early experiences on our beliefs and actions is an example of the Archeology of SelfTM in
action. For Sacha, and other CIG participants, the Archeology of SelfTM operated in tandem with
critical love, critical humility, critical reflection, and historical literacy to prepare and inspire
them to interrupt deficit perspectives in their curriculum and pedagogy.
Interrupting Color Evasive and Value Neutral Discourse in Elementary Classrooms
In addition to interrupting curriculum and pedagogy, CIG teachers also worked to
interrupt color evasive discourse by normalizing discussions of race, difference, and human
variation. They did this, in part, by giving students language and permission to name skin color,
race and racism, and ask about perceived differences, and by modeling their own comfort,
curiosity, and celebration of difference. Discussion of race began with the youngest students
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learning to name their racial and cultural identities and skin color as a regular part of classroom
conversation. Cristina discussed the changes she observed in her PreK students' talk:
One of my students was talking about the skin color of a dinosaur, but the fact that she
even said, Oh the skin color is the same as that--we were doing a math activity and the
skin color on the dinosaur matched the color on the shape. And I was like, wow. Before I
was really focusing on this work, I don't know if my kids always had that language, but
now it's not just once in the All About Me unit, it’s every time we draw, they say let me
find a crayon that looks like my skin, what's the closest one. And then maybe they need a
different brown for their mom because her skin is different but that’s okay, we don’t have
to be the same to be a family.
Cristina went on to describe how naming skin color served as a bridge to investigating and
celebrating identity and difference:
We've created an environment where the kids feel comfortable using the language of
racial and cultural identity, so we start from it’s so great to be who you are and we’re all a
lot of things, and that’s cool, and also it’s exciting to learn about our differences. You
can’t really celebrate difference if you can’t name it, right? So, with the youngest ones,
we’re focusing on that, on having language and connecting to their natural excitement.
As a child, Cristina internalized the need to conform to dominant culture norms and suppress her
cultural identity at school. Her understanding of the negative impact of this phenomenon
deepened her commitment to ensuring her students have language to talk about their identities,
permission to notice and talk about skin color and identity, and space to celebrate. The interplay
of Cristina’s self-knowledge, her commitment to her students, and the ways she transformed her
practice is an example of how Archeology of SelfTM and critical love combined to facilitate an
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interruption. Her care for her students inspired her to apply learning from her internal work to the
classroom environment she created for her students, an environment which interrupted the color
evasion that remains common in elementary school discourse.
All the participants noted that sharing their own racial identities changed the discourse in
the classroom, and that the more they talked about racial and cultural identities, the more
students did. Seema shared:
Yesterday we were learning about someone, I can’t remember who, and a student asked
what are they, what’s their culture? And I think my first thought was why are you asking
that, that doesn’t matter, because that idea of colorblindness is just so deep in me and
then I realized, this does matter and it’s actually a great question.
Seema’s reflection offers another example of how the Archeology of SelfTM can inform a
teacher’s present-day choices. Without guided explorations of what she learned about race as a
child and how that learning affected her as an adult, Seema might have reacted to her student’s
question in a color evasive way, refusing to answer or dismissing its importance. Indeed, if
Seema had not engaged in these activities, her students might not even have voiced questions
about race and identity.
In addition to interrupting color evasive discourse, CIG teachers interrupted the value
neutral discourse of elementary school by exploring politicized issues such as immigration,
protests, and disparities in health, wealth, and infrastructure. Their intent was not to proselytize,
but to validate the experience, knowledge, and questions students bring to school, and to develop
their students’ ability to recognize systemic racism. Douglas described his approach in a unit on
immigration:
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So, they know that there are immigration issues right now, that it’s not just history or
even just their parents’ generation. They know about ICE. They know about getting
deported. For me as a teacher, not to discuss ICE when we’re studying immigration, not
to address the lack of equity, that does the kids no benefit. So, having those conversations
is helping because why? There is an inequity. And it’s historical but it’s also now. Giving
them the tools and the skills to have a voice and to be able to advocate, that’s what’s
going to close that gap.
Douglas interrupted traditional discourse about immigration that fails to address local realities or
surface the role of racism in anti-immigrant rhetoric and policy. To embrace the expertise his
students brought to school, even and especially when it complicated dominant narratives, he had
to understand the immigration stories of his students’ families and communities, an example of
his historical literacy development. Douglas activated his critical reflection when he recognized
the power, race, and privilege dynamics that contributed to the perspective on immigration he
had learned at home and in school. Learning about the perspectives and experiences of his
students’ families broadened his worldview and reflected critical humility. Finally, his
investment in student voice and advocacy is a demonstration of his belief in their futures as
agents of change, an expression of critical love.
At several meetings and in response to a range of issues, participants also conveyed a
sense of responsibility to develop students’ racial literacy, to give them tools to navigate the
racialized and inequitable world. The strategies teachers discussed most often were 1) affirming
the importance of students’ experiences, 2) ensuring they had vocabulary, knowledge, and
critical consciousness to deepen their understanding of current and historical events, and 3)
creating opportunities for students to express themselves and advocate for their communities.
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Sacha spoke to these goals when she reflected on the discussion in her second grade classroom in
response to the uprising following George Floyd’s murder in the Spring of 2020:
I hadn't brought it up, not because I felt they couldn't handle it, more because I wasn't
mentally ready. But it was already there, they were already talking about it. Kids were
telling me they couldn't sleep because people were burning things outside their building.
Some of them had even seen the video. And I'm like, all right, I have to talk about this.
Not dealing with it doesn't help them at all. So I had to put on my big girl pants and give
them a forum that people probably never give them because they think they're too young.
And also, not condone burning things, but put it in a context of social justice.
Racial literacy development framed Sacha’s response as she supported her students in a healing
process by providing space for them to share feelings and fears and situating the events in a
broader context. Sacha's critical love and historical literacy are evident in her commitment to her
students’ emotional health and to giving them a frame of reference to make sense of what was
happening.
Sasha invoked her sense of responsibility when she further explained her decision to
interrupt the dominant culture norm to avoid discussion of politically charged issues with young
children. She said, “It is political to talk about it, but if we sugarcoat it, or don’t talk about it,
that’s political, too. It’s my responsibility to give them guidance.” Cristina echoed the idea of
feeling responsible for helping students learn to create a different kind of societal discourse:
We do have a responsibility to talk about things that are current. And I think because so
many people have so many opinions in our society right now, everyone's always butting
heads. No one's really listening and if we want something different, we have to help
children learn to listen and understand what’s happening and where it’s coming from.
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Interrupting the myth of value neutral discourse connected to a deep sense of responsibility to
nurture their students’ racial literacy and capacity to interrupt the inequities and dysfunction in
society. This sense of responsibility grew out of critical love which inspired the teachers to
commit to giving students tools to contribute to more just world. In the current climate,
especially, where discourse about race and identity in classrooms has been so heavily politicized,
teachers need racial literacy to be able to understand, explain, and sustain interruptions of race
evasive and value neutral discourse.
Recognizing and Interrupting Systemic Racism
The fourth category of interruption occurred when CIG participants recognized and
grappled with issues related to systemic racism and worked to design or imagine interruptive
action. I offer two examples here. In the first example, Sacha started a CIG meeting by saying, “I
have an equity issue I want to talk about.” She then shared her frustration with EPIC, the online
platform the school used so students could read ebooks during remote instruction. Although the
school had a free account, families could not access many of the books without purchasing a
separate license. In her investigation, Sacha realized that nearly all the texts and series featuring
kids of color were behind the paywall. Sacha explained:
They kind of frame it that in order to make it free for teachers, it has to be paid for after
school, but I was like, well, how can parents who can't afford it get access to these
books? Even if the school buys a license, we can’t share it with families to use at home so
what about kids who are remote all the time? Or, when school closes? I called them and
they're like, oh we don't do that right now. I really want to do something about it because
I'm heated in my core right now. It's just like, how is this even a thing? It's like you're
saying to the kids, you know what, we're trying to be fair, but just not to you.

37
Douglas responded, “I see where they're going with the bottom line but also in their
marketing, they’re trying to leverage the interest in multicultural instruction. They're using it to
get people to pay but it's actually a disservice to families who need it.”
Seema added, “It’s maddening because they only care about the optics and not about the
kids.”
Douglas reflected, “I’ve been looking at how limited the free selection is but I didn’t
realize that the culturally relevant texts aren’t there. So, thank you for pointing that out, Sacha. I
still need to sharpen my lens.”
The teachers’ frustration on behalf of their students is a product of their critical love, and
their growing ability to recognize structural inequities in systems reflects the sharpening of their
critical consciousnesses and critical reflection. Sacha noted the change in how she viewed the
world, “It’s like once you see the inequities, how racism is everywhere, you can’t unsee it.” In
response to the inequity and to Sacha’s passion, the group began writing an Op-ed about the
institutional racism behind the policy. Douglas’ acceptance and appreciation for Sacha’s
analysis, his awareness of the limits of his own perspective, and his eagerness to join her in an
interruption illustrate the impact of the dialogue and relationships within the group. The decision
to attempt to interrupt institutional racism beyond their classroom walls illustrated an important
step as they felt compelled and capable of working toward change at multiple levels.
The second example of teachers grappling with and imagining an interruption of systemic
racism revolved around the intersection of race and dis/ability. Historically, JES had about twice
as many students with IEPs as the average elementary school in the city. Teachers in the CIG
often discussed inequities in the referral process. Cristina said:
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When I think about systems, I think why does this neighborhood have such a higher
incidence of kids with IEPs, like let’s look at the systems that have put us in this position.
In some places, people qualify kids because money comes with it which is terrible, but
now we’re basically not supposed to refer kids which is also bad because none of that has
to do with the support an actual child needs. And let’s be real, white families work the
system. If having an IEP benefits them, they get it. If they don’t want their kid labeled,
they don’t get it, but they still get the services. Meanwhile, an IEP here might get you
services or might not.
When Cristina questioned the role of systems and the racialization of special education services,
she interrupted the dominant culture narrative that reifies race and disability as phenomena
rooted in biology as opposed to social constructs that reflect racist ideologies. Her focus shifted
between the individual and institutional as she questioned larger systems while maintaining her
commitment to the needs of individual children. Several components of racial literacy
development are evident: critical reflection helped her see the inequity in how race mediates the
impact of an IEP, historical literacy gave her the perspective to understand the roots of the
inequitable systems, and critical love focused her attention on individual children.
Sacha explained that her energy around the labeling and failure to serve students came
from witnessing the experiences of her two siblings who were labeled as disabled and received
special education services throughout their schooling. During a discussion about early
experiences of inequity, she said, “I always have to wonder, would they have received different
services if they weren’t Black?” This question about her own family inspired her to look more
deeply at the services her students received and at the system in general. Put another way, critical
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love and Archeology of SelfTM led her to seek historical literacy and consider interruption. Sacha
related her current thinking:
Pre-Covid we've always had a very high population of students with IEPs at our school.
And usually, the kids who have IEPs have also experienced trauma. So how do you know
that they have this IEP because they actually have some intellectual obstacle or whatever
it may be versus they have unaddressed trauma. I saw this video about the effects of
trauma on the brain. And before treatment there's a hole and then after you address the
mental health issues, it repairs. So, can we get kids off these IEPs by addressing their
mental health? And if we can, what does that mean? And why aren’t we trying?
The evolution of Sacha’s thinking, beginning with her questions about her siblings’ treatment to
her deeply held concerns about the lack of attention to students’ mental health, reflected how the
components of racial literacy development wove together to lead her toward a complex analysis
of the ways white supremacy plays out in education.
The exploration of examples of systemic racism in the CIG space supported racial
literacy development and the CIG teachers’ capacity to interrupt. Specifically, as they uncovered
the significant and often invisible forces of systemic racism, they deepened their historical
literacy, critical reflection, and, especially for white teachers in the group, their critical humility.
Although recognition and discussion alone cannot dismantle systemic racism, they paved the
way for the teachers to plan and practice interruption.
Discussion
This study demonstrates that components of racial literacy buttressed and activated
teachers’ will and capacity to interrupt inequities. In this section, I discuss how participation in
the CIG supported racial literacy development, beginning with the critical role relational trust
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played. Then, I describe three key affordances–time, freedom, and collaboration–that facilitated
trust, and finally, I identify a few tools and rituals of the CIG which fostered trust and supported
racial literacy development.
First, to engage the components of racial literacy development in authentic and
vulnerable ways, the CIG teachers needed to trust each other. All CIG activities were designed to
build and deepen trust, from the explicit identity work to the specific protocols we used for
presenting problems of practice. In Bryk and Schneider’s (2002) extensive study of school
reform, they uncover the role trust plays in activating a moral imperative to ensure the success of
every student, which mirrors the ethical commitment of critical love. Sharing dilemmas, visions,
and successes illustrated and deepened teachers’ commitment to students and families, which in
turn built trust. Bryk and Schneider (2002) also highlight the importance of trust in creating
school climates that support risk taking, an essential factor in each type of interruption the
teachers performed. Trust fuels critical humility which further supported the CIG teachers to
build relationships within and across racial affinity. Relationships across difference are
instrumental in racial literacy development (Hawkman, 2020), but they can be challenging
because of white people’s resistance and fear, and because BIPOC educators have had little
reason to trust educational institutions or the white people who work in them (Lysiscott et al.,
2021). The trust cultivated between BIPOC and white educators in the CIG accelerated
everyone’s capacity to interrupt.
Fostering trust requires time and time was the most significant of the three affordances of
the CIG: both in terms of the years-long duration of most participants’ engagement in the group,
and the length of each session. Despite research that demonstrates the importance of jobembedded professional learning over time (Joyce & Showers, 2002), schools and districts
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continue to rely on single session workshops or limited engagements to build teacher capacity
and knowledge. The complexity and multi-faceted nature of racial literacy requires development
over time. Teachers need time to reflect on their experiences and identity, learn to recognize
structural racism, build the skills of interruption, and integrate these into their instruction
(Maddamsetti, 2021; Wetzel et al., 2021). Meeting for two hours in person or 90 minutes
remotely allowed teachers to transition from the teaching day and invest in their own learning.
The group had time to honor the stories, issues, and dilemmas that occupied their hearts and
minds, to have in depth discussions, and to participate in collaborative activities designed to
foster introspection, reflection, and trust.
The second essential affordance was freedom. Participants determined much of how they
used time in the CIG which affirmed them as professionals who could be trusted to drive their
own professional learning. The trust afforded to them contributed to their trust for each other.
Additionally, the freedom to choose an inquiry focus engendered a sense of agency which further
deepened trust. Teachers also had space to raise pressing issues in their classrooms and the world
which facilitated closeness. Also, CIG activities regularly invited collaboration, which supported
the trusting relationships that the emotionally laden work of critical reflection, Archeology of
SelfTM, and interruption demand.
Collaboration represents the third affordance. Although each participant in the CIG
developed and implemented an individual inquiry project, very little of the work during CIG
sessions occurred independently. Teachers collaborated on every phase of their inquiry which
created a sense of co-ownership and led to cross-germination of ideas and learning.
Collaboration on inquiry projects extended to collaboration performing interruptions, such as
when Sacha expressed her frustration over the paywall in the online reading program and
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Douglas stepped up to co-write an Op-ed, or when Sacha responded to Seema’s anxiety about
lifting the level of her questions by modeling her process for developing critical consciousness.
In formal and informal ways, participants supported each other to think differently and more
deeply about the data their inquiries generated, to interrupt racist curriculum, and to grapple with
institutional racism. Trust blossomed out of collaboration as teachers invited each other into their
classrooms, shared resources, plans, and practices, and provided emotional, logistical, and
intellectual support for interruption.
Collaborative structures and tools depended on and deepened trust in a productive cycle,
while the affordances of time, freedom, and collaboration supported the efficacy of the tools and
promoted trust. For example, a semi-ritualized agenda built trust by balancing the desire to use
time effectively and the periodic need to depart from the agenda. A check-in protocol protected
time each session for participants to share their thoughts related to race, racism, and antiracism in
their personal and professional lives. Many pivotal discussions originated during the check in,
including conversations about interrupting deficit perspective and how to discuss racialized
current events with students. A range of activities and dialogue structures supported participants
to reflect on early experiences with race, explore current motivations and perspectives, and
analyze identity markers and privilege. Each session, participants also shared problems of
practice and examined how racial literacy and systemic racism informed their inquiry projects.
Time, freedom, and collaboration helped create a culture in the CIG that nurtured the
kind of trusting relationships which racial literacy development required. Without an explicit
focus on racial justice, however, the trusting relationships might not have leveraged racial
literacy to interrupt inequities.
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Conclusion
While the results of this study are not generalizable and the specifics of every context
will allow and require distinct structures, the findings offer valuable guidance for supporting
teachers to interrupt inequities in their instructional practice, school policies, and beyond. The
CIG space, itself, interrupted traditional models of transactional professional learning. Instead of
professional development organized to fill gaps in their learning, teachers determined much of
the agenda and directed the discussion based on co-created goals, focus areas, and the current
realities in their classrooms and lives. As Sacha explained, “There’s not a lot of places where
teachers have that open forum to really discuss things that are on their mind.” If we want
teachers to do deep work, we need to trust that they can and will.
Antiracism is not a place we arrive once and for all, but a way of being we practice
approaching again and again. Learning to interrupt racism is a never-ending process and cannot
be relegated to a single session or treated as an endeavor separate from other professional
learning. Instead, antiracism and racial literacy development should infuse all professional
learning as a lens and as a skillset. Just as teachers interrupted the myth of value-neutral
discourse, school and district leaders should disrupt the idea that professional development can
be value neutral. Every instance of professional learning either perpetuates or interrupts racism.
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CHAPTER III
“THE STUDENTS LED ME HERE”: A WHITE TEACHER’S ACTION-ORIENTED
JOURNEY TOWARD ANTIRACIST AND ABOLITIONIST PRACTICE
The racial mismatch between the overwhelmingly white teaching force and an
increasingly heterogeneous student population continues to widen (Boucher, 2021; NCES, 2020)
with dangerous implications for BIPOC students “who are systematically marginalized by the
institution of schooling” (Kinloch & Dixon, 2017, p. 332). Few white teachers have the lived
experiences, skills, or dispositions to educate BIPOC students in liberatory ways that expand life
choices; foster agency; deepen connection to self, culture, and community; and build the
creativity, imagination, and confidence to “eradicate injustice inside and outside of schools”
(Love, 2019, p. 2). Increasing the number of BIPOC educators must be a priority, however, if
PreK-12 schools, higher education, and teacher training programs continue to make largely
superficial moves toward antiracism (Gorski, 2019), recruiting and sustaining of educators of
color will continue to be a challenge (Kohli, 2019; Mosely, 2018). To meet the present and
urgent need to serve BIPOC students in equitable and affirming ways, as well as the long-term
goal of decentering whiteness, teacher educators and school leaders must focus on developing
themselves and the teachers they work with as abolitionist, antiracist practitioners with the will
and capacity to recognize and disrupt the visible and invisible power that whiteness exerts in
education (Love, 2019; Picower, 2009; Sleeter, 2001).
Antiracist and abolitionist teaching are not a set of practices educators can adopt and
perform, but ways of being that demand “persistent self-awareness, constant self-criticism, and
regular self-examination” (Kendi, 2019, p. 23). No one arrives at antiracism; instead, we make
daily choices that support antiracist systems and structures or perpetuate racist systems and
structures. Developing an antiracist and abolitionist praxis involves learning to recognize racist
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systems and structures; to understand the impact of policies, decisions, and biases inside and
outside the classroom; and to take responsibility for dismantling white supremacy on individual
and institutional levels. Love (2019) explains:
Abolitionist teaching is welcoming struggles, setbacks, and disagreements because one
understands the complexity of uprooting injustice but finds beauty in the struggle.
Abolitionist teachers fight for children they will never meet or see because they are
visionaries. They fight for a world that has yet to be created and for children’s dreams
that have yet to be crushed by anti-blackness. (p. 90)
Entering the struggle for justice requires qualities such as commitment, an activated moral
compass, and critical love. Yet, the complicated work of nurturing these qualities is rarely the
explicit focus of professional development or educational research and thus warrants further
investigation.
This article responds to two gaps in the literature. First, most models of antiracist
professional development focus primarily on teacher beliefs, perspectives, and attitudes and pay
less attention to choices, actions, and practices (Liu & Ball, 2019). People begin abolitionist
work with a vast range of backgrounds, experiences, and interests. We need to locate myriad
entry points and generate multi-pronged and differentiated pathways toward engaging antiracist
praxis. Second, the majority of studies about teachers developing antiracist perspectives focus on
preservice teachers within teacher education programs (Ball et al., 2021; Mason, 2016). Given
the sheer number of inservice teachers who have not yet cultivated the skills, dispositions, and
commitments of abolitionist teaching, learning more about how to support their journeys toward
antiracist praxis is essential. To address these gaps, I used case study methodology to explore the
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following research question, “In what ways do teachers’ histories and lived experiences impact
their progress toward antiracist praxis?”
Antiracist Praxis
The scholarship on antiracist praxis in education provides valuable context for this study.
If we define antiracism as a belief system that asserts racial equality while actively resisting
ideals, policies, and actions that result in racial injustice (Dei, 1999; hooks, 1994; Kendi, 2019),
and praxis as the dialectical relationship between theory, reflection, and action (Freire, 1970),
then antiracist praxis refers to “the complex area of theory, empirical research, and practice that
drive against the grain of racism, whiteness and white privilege in educational and other social
institutions” (Jupp et al., 2019, p. 5). Racism, whiteness, and white privilege pervade every level
and aspect of educational institutions from early childhood to higher education (Nash & Miller,
2015; Picower, 2009; Sleeter, 2001), from curriculum to pedagogy to assessment (LadsonBillings, 2006; Paris & Alim, 2014), and from resource allocation to special education
programming to teacher certification policy (Annamma et al., 2014; Darling-Hammond, 2004;
Ladson-Billings, 2006). Recognizing the breadth and depth of racism and white supremacy are
necessary, but not enough, because, as Love (2019) writes, antiracism “is not just about
acknowledging that racism exists, but consciously committing to the struggle of fighting for
racial justice” (p. 54). In order to take action to disrupt the visible and invisible ramifications of
structural racism, practitioners of antiracist praxis must come to understand that “all forms of
racism represent beliefs that are culturally sanctioned, advantage white people and disadvantage
people of color” (Kinloch & Dixon, 2017, p. 336). Moving from antiracist beliefs to antiracist
action, however, is neither easy, nor well understood (Hawkman, 2020; Yoon, 2012).
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Research that investigates how teachers develop the commitment, knowledge, and skill to
enact antiracist pedagogies spans multiple fields and employs a range of frameworks, including
adult learning theory (Brookfield, 2010), critical reflection and generativity (Liu & Ball, 2019),
critical whiteness studies (Mason, 2016; Matias, 2013), culturally relevant pedagogy (LadsonBillings, 1995); culturally sustaining pedagogy (Paris & Alim, 2014); mind sciences (Godsil et
al., 2017), racial identity development (Helms, 1990; Utt & Tochluk, 2020), racial literacy
(Sealey-Ruiz, 2020; Skerrett, 2011), self-efficacy (Siwatu, 2009), social identity theory
(Whitaker, 2020), and solidarity and care (Boucher, 2016). Despite the range of theoretical and
conceptual frameworks, most approaches advocate beginning with self-reflection designed to
encourage educators to understand they exist in a racialized context, and for white teachers, in
particular, to recognize the impact of skin privilege on their beliefs, experiences, and identity.
Overwhelmingly, studies have sought evidence of changes in perspective versus changes in
practice (Cochran-Smith et al., 2015), leaving a need for “more information on the
implementation of programs that support the transformation of learning into practice” (Ball et al.,
2021, p.3). Although the ability to identify the effects of race and racism in oneself represents an
important step toward antiracist praxis, it does not necessarily lead to action to interrupt
inequities (Hawkman, 2020).
Professional development designed to support antiracist praxis has not had widespread
success, regularly failing to inspire preservice and inservice teachers to disrupt hegemonic,
dominant culture ways of being in their instruction (Riordan, 2019). Further, research on
antiracist praxis has concentrated on teacher education programs as opposed to inservice teachers
(Reinke et al., 2021; Schauer, 2022). Investigating how inservice educators come to understand
and practice antiracism is vital, particularly given the broad consensus that learning to enact
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antiracist praxis requires time and ongoing effort which should begin during teacher training but
cannot end there. Jupp et al. (2019) emphasize that “single consciousness-raising events in a
multicultural education or diversity class can never be enough to generate the complex
professional behaviors and judgments required for antiracist praxis and race-visible teaching and
learning in school-based contexts” (p. 37). Indeed, enacting antiracist praxis is a “fundamentally
emergent” (Reinke et al., 2021, p. 3) and dynamic process which requires sustained effort,
collaboration, and reflection (Jupp et al., 2019; Love, 2019). In a society predicated on systemic
racism, no one achieves antiracism as a permanent status, instead we continually endeavor to
take actions which support racial justice and freedom (Kendi, 2019; Love, 2019).
In the classroom, enacting antiracist praxis requires teachers to identify how whiteness
saturates their curriculum, instruction, and interactions with students, and to employ that
awareness to take conscious and explicit action to interrupt racist practices, policies, and
structures. Specifically, white teachers, many of whose “lived experiences have taught them that
they are the primary source of knowledge in the room” (Schauer, 2022, p.11), must learn to
center and celebrate their students’ perspectives, interests, and histories. To center BIPOC
students, white teachers need to build relationships with BIPOC adults. Utt and Tochluk (2020)
write, “No matter how much White teachers do internal work and engage with other White
people, ensuring that this internal growth transforms into solid culturally responsive and/or antiracist praxis requires building relationships across race” (p. 144). Authentic connections to
BIPOC adults help interrupt internalized deficit perspectives. Rejecting a deficit perspective and
embracing an asset-based perspective is an essential shift in the path toward antiracist praxis,
especially given that unconsciously or consciously white teachers often have lower expectations
for BIPOC students (Yoon, 2012). Without identifying their own participation in upholding
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structural racism or interrogating their whiteness by examining manifestations of white privilege
in their pedagogy, white educators cannot fully embark on a path toward antiracist praxis
(Leonardo, 2002; Matias, 2013; Matias & Mackey, 2016).
Critical Whiteness Studies
I employed critical whiteness studies as a theoretical framework to analyze the path
toward antiracist praxis of a white teacher working with Black and Latinx students. Critical
whiteness studies assert that whiteness pervades all areas of life and schooling, and offer a lens
to “deconstruct the material, physical, emotional, and political power of whiteness” (Matias &
Mackey, 2016, p. 35). By “problematizing the normality of hegemonic whiteness” (Matias et al.,
2014, p.291), critical whiteness studies expose the ways that whiteness and white people’s
resistance to acknowledging their whiteness upholds racism and systems of racial injustice. This
exposure makes the often invisible workings of white supremacy visible and reifies the existence
and violence of structural racism (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Leonardo, 2002). Invisibility is
a feature of whiteness that renders identifying and dismantling its effects challenging, which can
contribute to educators’ deficit perspectives of students of color (Lynch, 2018; Matias, 2013;
Picower, 2009; Tevis et al., 2022). Without a nuanced awareness of the ways that whiteness
informs their practices, teachers–even those committed to equitable outcomes–focus on the
behaviors, needs, and identities of their students of color instead of interrogating their whiteness
(Leonardo, 2002; Lynch, 2018; Matias, 2013; Utt & Tochluk, 2020). Critical whiteness turns the
focus on teachers’ racialized identities, not to center whiteness, but to illuminate the role that
whiteness plays in the classroom and provide a framework for white teachers to interrogate their
whiteness and enact antiracist praxis (Lynch, 2018; Matias, 2013; Mason, 2016).
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Tenets of critical whiteness studies illuminated the moves a white teacher working in a
Black and Latinx community made toward recognizing and disrupting the role whiteness played
in his classroom, in his students’ lives, and in his life. These tenets include 1) the recognition that
whiteness derives and maintains power through the marginalization of the other and, as such,
posits a deficit perspective of BIPOC people (Blaisdell, 2018; Whitaker, 2020), 2) the
pervasiveness of whiteness, and 3) the necessity of white teachers interrogating whiteness to
“deconstruct the material, physical, emotional, and political power of whiteness” (Matias, 2016,
p. 35) in their own lives and in the world. While the first phase of white identity studies exposed
ways white teachers resisted identifying with whiteness, employed complex strategies to remain
race-evasive, and reinforced deficit perspective and institutional racism, second-wave white
identity studies have used the language and framework of critical whiteness to explore the
complex, nuanced ways that some white inservice and preservice teachers have taken steps
toward antiracist praxis (Boucher, 2016; Jupp & Lensmire, 2016; Jupp et al., 2019; Reinke et al.,
2021). I situate this study alongside other second wave studies that explore how recognizing
whiteness is critical to developing an antiracist identity and enacting antiracist praxis (Jupp et al.,
2019; Utt & Tochluk, 2016).
Methods
This article comes from a larger qualitative study that examined the racial literacy
development of teachers in a critical inquiry group (CIG) for social justice in an “urban
intensive” community (Milner, 2012). In this ethnographic case study, I focused on one white
teacher in order to explore his journey toward antiracist praxis. Because I was interested in both
his story and the meaning he made of his story, I employed ethnographic methods such as
multiple observations and multiple open-ended interviews over time (Nash & Miller, 2015). The
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purpose of ethnographic research is to reveal participants’ ideas and beliefs through their actions
and language (Creswell, 2013) and thus allowed me to consider his particular story in a way that
honored the “often messy, highly personalized and always more complicated than an uncritical
‘best practices’ approach to teacher education would have us believe” (Mason, 2016, p. 1048).
Ethnography does not seek to discover a single truth, but to uncover participants’ multiple truths,
and to understand the meaning people make of their own experiences in relation to the larger
sociocultural context of their lives (Zaccor, 2018).
Context
The research took place at Justice Elementary School (JES), a small preK-5 elementary
school that serves 228 students in a large urban school district in the Northeast United States.
The school sits in Munsee, the congressional district with the highest concentration of poverty in
the United States and among the highest rates of food insecurity (Feeding America, 2021;
Santiago, 2019). The school population is 82% Latinx, including many recent immigrants, and
18% African American. Ninety-six percent of the students qualify for the free and reduced lunch
program, 45% are English learners, and 35% have IEPs (NYCDOE, 2021). The current principal,
Ms. Greene, is in her seventh year at JES, during which time student achievement has soared
from zero students scoring proficient or above on state tests in 2014 to 54% in ELA and 41% in
Math in 2019 (NYCDOE, 2021). On the 2019 school environment survey administered by the
school district, teachers at JES reported having a high degree of trust in each other, clarity around
the principal’s vision, and a widespread commitment to ensuring that all students learn
(NYCDOE, 2021).
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Participant
Douglas is a self-identified white teacher with 14 years of teaching experience who
taught 4th and 5th grade at JES for four years. His teaching career began at a predominantly
white elementary school in the affluent suburb where he grew up. Considering himself “always
really a city kid stuck in the suburbs,” he sought a job in a city school which he expected to be “a
big change and a chance to work with kids who maybe had been wrongly devalued.” He was
hired at a school in a very affluent part of the city where the students resembled the suburban
students he’d left. After a few years, Douglas then looked for a position in Munsee where he
thought his teaching skills would be needed.
I chose to focus this article on Douglas for three reasons. First, throughout his years at
JES, Douglas displayed a high degree of engagement in learning about Culturally Relevant and
Sustaining Pedagogy and developing student leadership. Second, his trajectory struck me as
different from some of his colleagues who joined the CIG with more prior exposure to the ideas
and language of racial justice. While Douglas was eager to learn, he did not initially embrace the
idea of interrogating his whiteness in the ways that critical whiteness studies espouse. I thought
this might make his path valuable for working with the many white teachers who do not enter the
profession with a racial justice orientation. Finally, Douglas had robust and enthusiastic
attendance in all CIG sessions and research activities, and easily agreed to participate in further
study.
Critical Inquiry Group
Douglas participated in CIG meetings at JES for three years as part of a collective impact
initiative to improve reading levels in public schools in Munsee. Participation was voluntary and
open to all JES teachers. Teachers who joined the CIG met after school for 90 to 120 minutes
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once a month and received a stipend and a small budget for classroom materials related to their
inquiry. Each year the group took part in a collective inquiry process about an issue of
educational equity related to the school’s instructional focus and student data, such as student
agency, critical literacy, or oral expression. Individual teachers devised their own inquiry
questions within the umbrella of the whole group inquiry and tracked learning on an inquiry
action form at monthly meetings. Douglas’ inquiry questions over the three years involved
integrating culturally relevant texts into the curriculum, developing student leadership, and
creating opportunities for student voice and choice to drive the curriculum. Members of the
group supported each other’s inquiries through sharing ideas and resources, participating in
consultancies, and providing feedback after observing each other in action. A combination of
structured activities and open discussion helped create a safe space for teachers to explore their
own identities, interpersonal and institutional racism, racial literacy development in themselves
and in their students, feelings of struggle, and moments of joy.
Researcher Positionality
Hired by the partner organization coordinating the neighborhood-based initiative, I
facilitated the CIG, supported Douglas and other participants in their inquiry, spent time in their
classrooms, and collaborated with them on presenting professional development workshops to
their colleagues. The five years I worked with JES staff gave me insider status which afforded
me access to Douglas’ and other teachers’ perceptions and experiences that otherwise might not
have been available to me. Insider status also limited my view, as did other aspects of my
identity. As a white, cisgender, queer woman with socioeconomic and educational privilege, my
identity aligns more closely with Douglas than with the students he serves. I recognize the
potential paradox in a white woman writing about a white man with the goal of decentering
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whiteness in education. Yet, in line with the aims of critical whiteness studies, and given the vast
numbers of white teachers responsible for education of BIPOC children, it is imperative that we
deepen our understanding of how white teachers can develop as antiracist and abolitionist
practitioners. To balance the “dangers seen, unseen, and unforeseen” (Milner, 2007, p. 388) that
my whiteness brings to my research, I relied on theoretical frameworks developed by BIPOC
scholars as a lens through which to construct meaning. Additionally, I invited feedback from
BIPOC members of the CIG whose lived experiences and perceptions of the collective work
toward antiracist praxis offered important insights.
Data Sources
Five sources of data allowed me to capture a rich picture of Douglas’ trajectory: 1) five
interviews from October 2019 to March 2022, each lasting between 45 and 75 minutes, 2)
transcripts of eight CIG meetings over the 2020-21 school year, 3) field notes and analytic
memos, 4) Douglas’ action-inquiry plans, and 5) his written reflections following CIG meetings
and PD sessions. Twice over the course of the study I shared emerging findings with the CIG
group, and Douglas and I met an additional time to discuss this article. Multiple data sources and
member checking provided opportunities for data triangulation and increased trustworthiness
(Cresswell, 2013).
Data Analysis
I used a grounded theory methodology which Charmaz (2006) explains, “places priority
on the phenomena of the study and sees both data and analysis as created from shared
experiences and relationships with the participants” (p. 130). As a first step in analysis, I
transcribed and read through the transcripts of all the interviews and CIG meetings. I then used
in vivo and process codes to inductively code units of meaning while staying close to the
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participant’s own words (Saldaña, 2013). I grouped and sorted these codes into 31 emergent
themes which included such phrases as supporting student leadership, building relationships
across difference, recognizing deficit perspective, taking action, charting growth, and excavating
early life experiences. Before the second round of coding, I used these themes to analyze the
written reflections, action inquiry plans, and my field notes and data memos as a form of
triangulation and fortifying the codes. Axial coding allowed me to reorganize and consolidate the
initial codes to better respond to the research question (Saldaña, 2013). Through this process, I
collapsed the themes into five overarching categories: conditions that support growth, inciting
events, taking action, growth in perspective, and new ways of being. From here I developed a
coding matrix and re-analyzed the data with these categories in mind, noting data that overlapped
categories, data that did not fit into any category, and the relationship between the categories.
Finally, I invited member checking and shared the process with my qualitative research group for
peer feedback to increase trustworthiness of the findings.
Humanizing Research
Further, I committed to a humanizing research process, characterized by the “building of
relationships of care and dignity” (Paris & Winn, 2014, p. xvi). Humanizing research reflects a
desire to make both the process and the results of educational research more humanizing and
thus requires humanizing choices in terms of the question, purposes, participants, methodologies,
analysis, and reporting. If the goal is liberatory, the approach and methods must also be (Lorde,
1984; Nieto, 2006). Authentic relationships are not predictable and do not necessarily conform to
the timing or content of a research project. I explicitly shared my intention to prioritize the
teachers’ learning and needs over the research project. When events at school or in the world
occupied the participants’ minds and hearts, we spent time, sometimes whole sessions,
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discussing them, from a child in crisis, to political fallout in the school district, to harmful testing
protocols for English learners, to a participant’s decision to leave teaching. San Pedro and
Kinloch (2017) advocate for a dialogic spiral between researcher and participant “whereby the
process of listening and speaking co-creates an area of trust between speakers” (p. 3805). I
attempted to build on the trust we had developed prior to the research project with open
discussions about my goals, progress, and emergent findings.
Findings and Discussion
The purpose of this case study was to explore one white male elementary school teacher’s
trajectory toward integrating antiracist praxis into his pedagogy. To begin, I describe three early
experiences which created conditions that facilitated Douglas’ growth. Then, I present three
important shifts in practice that surfaced in the analysis of Douglas’ pedagogical journey over the
four years he taught at JES and the three years he participated in the CIG: 1) from a deficit
perspective of student behavior to an asset-based stance focused on student agency and
leadership, 2) from a curriculum centered on dominant culture to a culturally relevant and
sustaining curriculum, and 3) from regarding families and community as distinct from
curriculum and pedagogy to centering families and community and their funds of knowledge.
For each of these shifts, I present an inciting event, the change in practice inspired by the inciting
event, and then the change in perspective that followed the change in practice. While we often
expect changes in practice to follow changes in beliefs, in Douglas’ case action preceded beliefs.
Finally, I offer two examples of how antiracist praxis became part of Douglas’ way of being,
how he lives and approaches the world beyond the classroom. Figure 1 illustrates the progression
from early events to new ways of being. Each shift is explored separately for clarity; however,
they did not occur independently of each other, but concurrently in interdependent ways.
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Figure 1
Progressions from early events to new ways of being

Early Experiences
Many white teachers working in schools that serve students and communities of color are
exposed to ideas about rejecting deficit perspectives of students, culturally relevant and
sustaining pedagogy, and developing meaningful connections with families and community;
however, few make the shifts as quickly as Douglas did. A theme of openness to others and to
different perspectives ran through the data. Through follow up interviews and continued data
analysis, three early experiences emerged as potential roots of that openness: 1) learning about
the branch of his family who perished in the Armenian Genocide, 2) attending an integrated high
school within a segregated community, and 3) a post-observation conference in his first year of
teaching. These early experiences did not initiate Douglas’ journey toward antiracist practices
and perspectives, but they created conditions that encouraged and supported him once he began
intentionally attempting to change his pedagogy.
In several CIG meetings, Douglas expressed his dislike for generalizations and
stereotypes, frequently commenting that he considers them “the weakest form of thinking.”
When I asked him if he knew the source of this belief, he didn’t hesitate,
I will tell you. My mother is Armenian and her family was actually killed in the
Armenian Holocaust. And as a child, I was just like how could they kill you just because
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you were this or that? Hearing my mother’s stories about her grandmother who didn't
even know her birthday, couldn't find her siblings, I think that allowed me never to judge
or never to have that type of superior lens towards any community or any culture.
For Douglas the knowledge that oppression can happen to anyone transferred to a deeply held
conviction that believing or acting as if you or your racial or cultural group were better than
another was “unethical and just factually wrong.” This belief created the conditions for him to
embark on a journey toward antiracism, but it did not guarantee it. While most teachers would
agree that all racial groups are equal, for Douglas the desire “to never seem better than another
person” formed a core piece of his identity, “something I’ve always carried with me.” Although
Douglas’ initial stance that nobody should be “judged for how they look or who they are”
invoked a color evasive approach where he emphasized equality as individuals treating each
other fairly without acknowledging institutional and structural racism, his self-concept as
someone who resisted judging and othering set the stage for him to move toward antiracist
practices.
The second mediating factor was that Douglas attended “one of the most integrated high
schools” in the suburban county where he grew up. He explained that despite this integration,
“housing was very segregated and white people lived in this part of town, people who were
Hispanic lived in a different part of town and people who were Black lived in a different part of
town.” The high school drew students from all parts of the segregated community and Douglas
appreciated the opportunity to interact with people who had different racial and cultural
backgrounds. He built friendships across racial groups and “would hang out with everyone.” At
the same time, he was aware of biased messages from adults who used coded language to warn
white students not to socialize with students of color outside of school or travel to the parts of
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town where they lived. The conflict between the “culture of collegiality amongst the student
body created at school” and the assumption of superiority from white adults in his life stayed
with him. He said, “I don’t understand how people think that way and it still gets me angry.
Because it’s so superficial and it doesn’t have to be that way.” Douglas’ high school experience
established for him that it was both possible and beneficial for people to connect and collaborate
across racial lines. He also learned that regardless of the chance to break down barriers, some
people would harbor and espouse racist views in explicit and implicit ways and further isolate
themselves racially and culturally. The lived experience of having friendships and teammates
across racial and cultural differences contributed to Douglas’ belief in the power and possibility
of building relationships across difference. This helped deepen a condition of openness and
interest, as well as the confidence that he was someone who could forge meaningful connections
with all kinds of people.
The third early event that influenced Douglas’ openness toward developing an antiracist
stance occurred when he was a first-year teacher at a predominantly white elementary school in
his hometown. He remembered:
One day the principal was trying to give me feedback on something, and I was giving a
litany of excuses. And she sat me down and said, “It's really important in any profession
to not make excuses. If you want to excel you need to reflect upon yourself and own what
you need to grow on and find the steps to make it better.” And that really changed my
lens on getting feedback because the excuse-making improves nothing. So that happened
when I was twenty-three years old. I remember the exact moment.
This early experience established for Douglas the critical role feedback plays in professional
growth and oriented him toward an identity as someone who receives feedback well. An
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important function of feedback is to communicate the belief in someone’s capacity to improve,
and Douglas’ principal’s comments implied her belief that he could become an excellent teacher.
This built his confidence and solidified his identity as someone who would work hard to excel in
the classroom. Although his vision of teaching excellence, at that time, may not have named race
at all, this conversation set him on a path of learning and growth. These early experiences did not
occasion the shifts in practice and perspective that marked Douglas’ four years at JES, but they
did orient him in important ways.
Shifts in Practice and Perspective
Three significant shifts in practice and perspective emerged in the data: from deficit to
asset-based thinking, from traditional to culturally relevant and sustaining curriculum, and from
parents and community as peripheral to central. In each case an inciting event led to changes in
practice which resulted in new or expanded perspectives. In many models of how people begin to
enact antiracist pedagogies, changes in beliefs precede changes in action, yet in this case study
new actions preceded and inspired new beliefs. I present the three shifts here as an inciting event,
a change in practice, and then a change in belief. While the changes in practice did precede
changes in belief, the two, then, operated in a continuous loop where the initial changes in
practice led to changes in beliefs which led to more changes in practice which deepened the
changes in perspective and so on. Figures 2, 3 and 4 illustrate more precisely each shift and the
cycle within the overall trend toward antiracist pedagogy.
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From an Unconscious Deficit Perspective to an Intentional Asset-based View.
Figure 2
Inciting event to changes in practice and perspective in shift one

Inciting Event. Years after his first principal set him on a path of reflexivity, another
conversation with another principal inspired an important shift. In his tenth year as a teacher, but
his first year at JES, his principal, Ms. Greene, asked a question which resulted in significant
changes in his practice and perspective. Douglas explained:
I had an issue with a student who was really tearing up the room and being aggressive.
And I would go down to the office and talk to people like, “He did this. He did that.” I
got to the point where I thought, all right, this is not working. Maybe the student needs
another room, another placement. I brought this to Ms. Greene, kind of expecting some
discipline or action. And she sat down and listened. And then she said to me, “Douglas,
what are you doing to contribute to this issue?” And I really did pause. I really never
thought about it prior to that, like, what am I doing to contribute to this or what am I not
doing. I looked at her. I said, good point and I walked out.
In this moment Douglas shifted from an unconscious deficit perspective where he assumed the
problem lived in the student. The paradigm that student behavior should conform to teacher
expectations and that aberrations, especially any deemed disruptive or resistant, are the fault of
the student is widely held. The deficit thinking driving Douglas’ assumption that the principal
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would attempt to modify or fix the student was invisible to him until Ms. Greene prompted him
to think about it differently. Because of Douglas’ personal commitment to accept feedback as a
growth opportunity, he neither resisted nor ignored the provocation to consider his own role in
the behavior he deemed unacceptable. Instead, he “immediately started problem solving and
asking questions of the student and the parent and creating solutions.”
The solutions Douglas developed included specific plans to work with the student in
question, as well as a transformed stance toward responding to challenging student behaviors. He
explained:
I figured out for that particular student my contribution was a lack of patience and not
understanding that his behaviors were not about him being a bad kid or anything, but
were a response to some hard experiences and him not having the language to express
what he needed and not trusting me. And Ms. Greene’s question, that really reframed my
work and how I approached issues in the classroom. Now my first thing is, “What’s my
part in this?”
Douglas took two important steps in response to his principal’s question. First, he asked
“questions of the student and the parent.” Second, he used what he heard to engage in critical
reflection, examining how his actions contributed to the student’s behavior, and considering the
motivation behind those actions. Not only did Douglas reorient himself toward taking
responsibility for his part in how the classroom wasn’t running smoothly, he also began to turn to
students and family members as valuable sources of ideas, knowledge, and insight. When
Douglas asked students and family members for their perspective, he listened and learned from
their responses. Listening and learning from the community he served transformed his practice in
a few important ways: 1) he improved his understanding and capacity to meet the needs of
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specific students, 2) he developed–and saw the benefit of–trusting relationships with students
and families, and 3) he began to recognize students’ potential for leadership in the classroom.
Change in Practice. When Douglas arrived at JES, his instruction reflected a traditional
teacher-led model, where the teacher exercises authority over students, imparts knowledge, and
is the sole evaluator of student progress. After his conversation with Ms. Greene, Douglas began
to think differently about the teacher-student dynamic. Specifically, he began to examine issues
through the lens of what he could do differently to support student success. During a discussion
in a CIG meeting about student engagement, he said, “We want them to take ownership for their
learning and behavior, but we’re never giving children real experiences to lead.” Douglas set out
to create meaningful leadership opportunities for the students. In the CIG he focused his teacher
inquiry project around developing student agency and he sought ideas and support from
colleagues to incorporate student choice and leadership into his instruction. He described the
trajectory in his classroom,
We’d had those conversations in the inquiry group that not trusting students interfered
with them becoming independent learners. How do they develop agency if they never
have real choices? So I decided to let students lead some of their own learning. That
started with service learning where we worked on projects. They picked their own
projects, formed groups, chose how to present. Then in book clubs, students were leading
the discussions and selecting their own assignments and from another teacher, I got this
idea about discussion trackers where one kid tracks the discussion and codes it. And at
the end they talk about, oh, maybe we need to give more feedback next time, maybe we
need to ask each other more questions. Then we started doing consensus mapping in math
groups and they would challenge each other and discuss amongst themselves to the point
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where I, as the teacher, literally was sitting as an audience member because they were
leading their own learning, they had voice, and they had power within the classroom.
Beyond assigning students roles to play in isolated activities, Douglas set up classroom structures
that invited students to take charge of their learning. These changes in practice required
commitment and perseverance. Douglas elaborated, “I think just for me, I had to have the
teaching skills and the willingness to be uncomfortable as they learned to lead because it’s messy
as it’s building up.” Willingness to be uncomfortable, allowing for the messiness of change, and
giving up control are essential components on a path toward antiracist pedagogy.
The commitment to student leadership, sparked by the conversation with Ms. Greene, had
positive results. When Douglas saw the impact on individual students and on the collective
classroom culture, he sought more opportunities for students to lead. Douglas described the
transformation he saw in students:
This group that I had for two years, they were a very shy bunch. They were not about
expressing themselves in school. But then after having them in advocacy groups, doing
debate team, going on television to advocate for their community, writing persuasive
letters to council members, they ended up becoming advocates for themselves. That
whole project, the advocacy with the sanitation department, pushing for the modern
garbage cans, that was all student-driven. That's what I find most important because I'm
not just teaching them curriculum. I'm teaching them to take what we're doing and take
those tools and use them in a meaningful way outside the classroom.
Prioritizing student leadership and advocacy shifted Douglas’ practice from teacher-centered to
student-centered, another key step toward antiracist pedagogy. As his students continued to rise
to the leadership challenges he offered, the shift in practice led to a shift in perspective.
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Change in Perspective. The more leadership Douglas offered the students, the better
they performed and the higher his expectations grew for their leadership and academic
achievement. He described their accelerated academic growth:
They built the skills and that translated into their scores. The year before we had 10
percent passing on their math state exams. Then we did this type of work and that same
group, they went up to 50 percent passing. There was no magic pill aside from them
being empowered to lead their own instruction, and that made them more eager to come
to school. So attendance went up, everyone was more likely to participate, to remain
engaged and to give and get feedback.
Prior to the inciting conversation with Ms. Greene, Douglas had located his student’s difficulties
in the student and the best solution he imagined was to remove the student from the classroom.
After observing the growth that shifting to student-led teaching afforded his students, Douglas
attributed their success to the modes of learning and leadership development they engaged in as
opposed to considering any child “a bad kid.” Because Douglas believed that student-led
learning could be made available for all students, his change in perspective resulted in having
higher expectations for all students and not just the students in one particular class or
neighborhood. He explained:
The students at JES achieved more and took on more leadership than any of my suburban
kids did. I’m not saying suburban kids couldn't do it, but people sometimes look at kids
from this neighborhood at a deficit and there’s just nothing deficient about them. My
expectations for their success, their leadership, their ability to speak were higher than
when I was working in more affluent areas. These students have a ton of inherent genius
and allowing them to use their inherent genius, that’s what leads their own learning.

66
Calling out the deficit perspective that many people hold about students living in the Munsee
neighborhood demonstrates Douglas’ progress toward antiracism as he moved from acting on his
own unconscious deficit view to recognizing how that view lived in others. Douglas came to
understand that the ways he reacted to student behaviors, the ways he structured the learning
environment, and the curriculum he chose had a powerful influence on student outcomes. He
moved from believing a student needed to change, to changing his practice, and ultimately
transforming his expectations of what students can do and achieve.
Embracing and Enacting Culturally Relevant and Sustaining Pedagogy
Figure 3
Inciting event to changes in practice and perspective in shift two

Inciting Event. After his first year at JES, Douglas signed up to teach in a summer
program for JES students. The program focused on culturally relevant and sustaining literacy
instruction and projects which promoted exploration, expressive arts, and the celebration of
racial and cultural identity. Weekly professional development throughout the summer supported
teachers to learn and reflect on the curriculum and their instruction. Douglas described his
experience:
I remember working with a first and second grade class. I read these culturally relevant
books as read alouds and the spark in the kids being able to connect the text to their real
life in deep ways, to have conversations about fairness and difference. I’d never seen that
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level of engagement and not just excitement but cognitive engagement, that level of
thinking about text. It just was very dramatic and I was like, oh, all school should be like
this.
Teaching the lessons himself and witnessing his students’ engagement firsthand affected
Douglas in a way that attending a class or workshop or reading an article about culturally
relevant and sustaining pedagogy (CRSP) could not. The opportunity for coaching and
collaboration supported him to embrace the new curriculum fully, to take risks in his instruction,
and to ask for feedback. He discovered that he could teach in a new way and thus strengthened
his belief in the importance of culturally relevant and sustaining curriculum and his culturally
responsive self-efficacy (Siwatu, 2009). This also reinforced the higher expectations outlined
above.
When teachers explored Bishop’s (1990) concept of windows and mirrors during a
professional development session that summer, Douglas expressed frustration that his schooling
had afforded him neither mirrors to understand his own racial and cultural identity, nor windows
to learn about other cultures and races. He wrote on a reflection form, “Honestly, it makes me
mad that I didn’t get any of this. Everyone needs this curriculum. If suburban kids had this
cultural identity work, they’d be in a better place to learn about other cultures, to understand
from an early age that everyone has value.” This insight demonstrated the beginning of
recognizing the normalization of whiteness as Douglas understood why ‘suburban kids’ are not
explicitly taught their cultural identity, although at this stage he still used color evasive language
and did not name whiteness. His students’ interest and curiosity about their own and each other’s
racial and cultural identities as well as cultures beyond those represented in the classroom
connected to the belief Douglas had developed in high school that the more people knew about
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each other’s backgrounds, the more they could build connections across differences. As a result,
he dove into teaching the curriculum and his immersion translated into higher engagement for
students. Once he experienced the power students felt when their racial and cultural identities
were centered and the impact on their performance, Douglas could not return to the ways he
previously taught.
Change in Practice. The summer program inspired Douglas to incorporate CRSP into
his planning and instruction. He began by using the read aloud texts and discussion prompts from
the curriculum he’d been given and then began to choose new texts and develop his own
questions. He reflected on the changes he made:
I was a suburban teacher and we read traditional read alouds, and the instruction was
similar to what I had growing up. I don't think we ever thought about the population in
front of us. We never asked, was the text relatable? Were we giving students access
points? I looked at good instruction as being able to deliver an ideal lesson, know my
points, and do the structures of a lesson without going deep into, hey, what book am I
selecting? Why am I selecting it? How is this connecting to the children? Is it going to
foster a conversation about things that they're seeing or feeling? Those are things that I
wouldn't have thought about. I would have just been thinking about main idea or cause
and effect or inference. Now when I'm selecting a book, I'm very cognizant about why
and what discussion it will lead to. Why do we want to talk about that? Do we see these
issues in our society today? How do we see them? How did the author see them? That's
where it's gotten deeper. So when I first started I looked at education as curriculum. Now
I look at it as the whole student, equity, and then curriculum.
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Not only did Douglas shift the content he taught, but he also shifted the goals of his instruction.
Specifically, he moved from the coverage of discrete literacy skills to focusing on developing
students’ critical consciousness through discussions about perspective and larger societal issues.
This shift in literacy instruction led to a shift in how Douglas planned all his instruction:
Not only did I learn the importance of culturally relevant texts, but also giving students
power in their own learning. That kind of created a classroom where the teacher wasn't
the sole provider of the instruction. And from year one to year four, each year, that
increased to where this year, if you walked in my classroom, whether it was literacy or
math, you could see me in the background and the kids were doing a lot of the heavy
lifting. My work in the critical inquiry group and with my administration allowed for that,
and that was a big change. Instead of teaching to a test, I teach to understand lenses,
perspective, and to become advocates.
Many teachers who begin to integrate CRSP into their classrooms don’t go farther than the texts
they choose or the content they cover. Douglas began with texts but moved to a deeper
implementation of CRSP that connected to the previously described shift toward student agency
and leadership. Enacting CRSP at these levels changed Douglas’ beliefs about the role of
teachers.
Change in Perspective. The success of the summer program inspired Douglas to change
his teaching practice. Changing how he taught then shifted his conceptualization from a
traditional vision of teacher as authority who delivers knowledge to empty vessel children to a
vision of teacher as a facilitator who learns with students. Douglas explained how he came to see
the role:
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I think partner is my role. I think it's partner because I'm working with everyone. I never
look at myself above the students, below the students. I'm with them. I’m teaching and
learning with them. Because as much as I gave input, they gave me input too. The
students led me here.
For many white educators the impetus to implement CRSP comes from a social justice
orientation and a desire to enact antiracism. Douglas first saw the impact on student learning and
then, after he incorporated CRSP into his practice, his beliefs around the role of a teacher,
particularly a white teacher of BIPOC students took on a social justice and antiracist dimension.
He went on to distinguish himself from other teachers:
I'm not working to save. I think sometimes, and this has been brought to my attention,
people teach here to save the kids and they don't need saving. They need a partner who is
working with them to get to where they want to be and working with the systems and
structures within the school and the community to do that.
Although Douglas didn’t say that he came to teach in Munsee to save the kids, he had sought a
community where “students needed good teaching” and these comments illustrate a critical shift
in his perspective.
Centering Family and Community Funds of Knowledge
Figure 4
Inciting event to changes in practice and perspective in shift three
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Inciting Event: The third inciting event that led to changes came as a result of Douglas’
relationships with his students’ families. Although Douglas’ early experiences oriented him
toward diversity, as an adult he socialized and interacted primarily with other white people, as do
the majority of white people in the United States (Safir, 2016). He prided himself on considering
issues from multiple perspectives, reading both liberal and conservative newspapers, however
examining different viewpoints in an intellectual or theoretical way is not the same as
understanding the lived experience of people with different life experiences. At JES Douglas had
opportunities to build relationships with BIPOC colleagues and his students’ families. These
relationships influenced his perception of several issues. Douglas explained how his students’
families changed his understanding of immigration:
The best example I can give is connected to immigration and borders. People say close
the borders, throw them out, and it is a complicated issue. But working here I know so
many families that fall into that group where people are saying send them back, and now
the discussion is about a living, breathing human. And the reason they came to this
country was escaping some sort of trauma or dangerous situation, to keep their kids safe,
for a better life. It changes your lens from those hit pieces in the media, and the sound
bites coming from different political parties. So, I just find that actually talking and
understanding where people come from allows you to be a better not only teacher and
educator, but also human.
Douglas’ capacity to expand his ideas about politically wrought topics stems from his curiosity,
his commitment to continual learning, and his interest in understanding all sides of any issue. In
addition to influencing Douglas’ perspective on immigration in particular, conversations with his
students’ families concretized the value of humanizing issues in general and the importance of
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cross-cultural dialogue. Douglas not only saw the opportunity to understand different
perspectives, but also recognized the school community as a resource for learning:
Working in a place like Munsee, you just realize how much people generalize about the
neighborhood and it’s not true. There are resources here, community leaders, heroes. But
you wouldn’t know that without being here. Sometimes before you speak, you just have
to listen.
Douglas’ insight about what he personally could learn from the community led him to consider
the significance of community-based learning for his students.
Change in Practice. Douglas explained the shift in his practice that occurred after he got
to know people who lived in the school community:
When I was in grad school, they would state facts, oh, this race has this level of X, Y and
Z. This is what they do. This is what they need. And it just seemed like labeling of races
and cultures and where people lived. I made it a mission to see what was really going on,
to get to know people and get to know the needs and where there were inequities or
where they felt that there needed to be improvements.
The inciting event that broadened Douglas’ understanding of immigration provoked him to
examine and reject the narrow vision of racial and cultural groups he’d heard through in his
education and societal messaging. In place of the generalizations and assumptions, he sought to
learn about the specific community of Munsee from community members. The first communitybased curriculum in his classroom involved service-learning projects which dovetailed with the
changes in his practice related to integrating CRSP and supporting student leadership.
As his students engaged in service-learning projects, Douglas’ practice regarding the role
of community in the curriculum continued to evolve from projects designed to improve
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identified problems in the community to projects designed to help students recognize the
structural inequities behind the problem. Douglas mapped this change:
Now we’re looking at advocacy not as, oh, there's trash in the streets, but asking why is
that trash in the streets? Why is it left there? Why do you have trash cans that are from
the 80s that are overflowing? Then getting to the fact that more affluent neighborhoods
have better services and really asking, why is that happening and being able to go through
the layers of why and where else do we see this. The inquiry group really helped me get
to that point of trying to look at systems and structures, which I don't think I would have
been able to do on my own. Because I would have probably said that this is just the way
it is and how can we fix it, right?
This reflection illustrates Douglas’ shift away from deficit perspective as he focused on the root
causes of trash versus blaming the habits of individuals or a cultural group. Additionally,
Douglas’ comment that the inquiry group enabled him to “look at systems and structures”
represents an important move toward antiracist pedagogy. Disregarding the role of structural
inequities is a hallmark of whiteness often embodied in a “this is just the way it is” perspective,
and while Douglas wasn’t yet confident that he would have recognized the systemic forces on his
own, his stated value of the lens and the people who supported him to see it demonstrates
significant steps toward antiracist practices.
Change in Perspective. The shifts in Douglas’ practice led to shifts in his beliefs about
the role of community in education. As with the other shifts, the inciting event led to changes in
practice which then shifted his perspective. He moved from not thinking about community as
having a role in curriculum, to thinking about community as part of the context of students’ lives,
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to seeing the community as a centerpiece and driver of curriculum. He reflected on how his
teacher training bypassed any idea of connecting curriculum to the school community:
There was nothing about the present issues in communities that we were taught to address
or to have a conversation about. Nothing about seeing the community as something to
learn about and absolutely no mention of the community as something to learn from.
This critique of his training reveals an important turn in Douglas’ development as an antiracist
practitioner. Positioning the community as “something to learn from” invites a dynamic and
evolving curriculum that responds to local histories and culture and begins to dismantle
dominant culture control of curriculum. Douglas’ comments also reflect the deepening of his
asset-based approach as he shifted from wanting to teach students who “needed a strong teacher”
to understanding students and the community as resources to learn from. In concert with the
other shifts in perspective, Douglas’ conception of himself and his role changed. By centering
the strengths of the students and the community, Douglas decentered whiteness. As Douglas
became aware of the ways that his classroom practice reflected dominant culture norms, he
began to recognize ways that whiteness affected his life outside the classroom.
Antiracist Praxis as a Way of Life
Early experiences in Douglas’ life and teaching career established a justice-oriented disposition
which created conditions that supported him to adopt antiracist practices and perspectives. These
changes in practice and perspective led to shifts in his way of being beyond his classroom
practice. Participation in the CIG provided regular, structured space to interrogate whiteness, and
although Douglas rarely named whiteness, he interrogated it and recognized ways that dominant
culture norms are normalized to the point of invisibility. Specifically, Douglas began to
recognize and interrupt structural racism in multiple settings, and he made choices to disrupt the
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whiteness of his social circle beyond JES. These final findings will provide a sense of how
Douglas’ ways of being have shifted, specifically in terms of recognizing structural racism and
disrupting whiteness in his life beyond school.
Recognizing Structural Racism
Prior to coming to JES, Douglas did not have a working definition of the difference
between equality and equity. He considered himself committed to equality and fairness and had
not yet explored how the myth of meritocracy is a function of whiteness. Through discussions
and activities in the CIG, the ways his students rose to leadership given the opportunity, and
conversations with his students’ families and BIPOC colleagues, Douglas started to see structural
racism at work everywhere.
When Douglas interviewed for an administrative position in a suburban district, the
superintendent questioned his career trajectory. “They looked at my resume and they were
impressed, but then the superintendent went, ‘Hmm, you did it backwards,’ and it just showed
me that people aren't as far along as we want to believe.” Douglas understood the coded
language as an assumption that, given a choice, teachers would progress from teaching in places
like Munsee to the suburbs and not the other way around. Further, he recognized the deficit
perspective implicit in the idea that teaching in a marginalized neighborhood is less desirable and
the purview of less qualified teachers.
Douglas also recognized deficit perspectives in some of his colleagues. When he
addressed it, he mirrored the early conversation he had with Ms. Greene:
I’ll ask, have you taken the time to sit with your kids during lunch or just get to know
them? And I always say, if they are not doing well, what is it that you could do
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differently to make things happen. And a lot of times that will either end the conversation
or they may be like, well, what do you do?
His recognition of deficit perspective in colleagues, and his willingness and capacity to interrupt
it, illustrated the development of his racial literacy, as well as the extent to which he internalized
an asset-based perspective.
Beyond a school setting, Douglas described the daily frustration he experienced getting
on the train in his affluent, largely white neighborhood at a “pristine station” filled with public
art installations, and then getting off the train in Munsee at a station that “hasn’t been cleaned in
fifty years and has ceiling tiles falling onto the tracks. You see that every day and then you can’t
ignore what’s happening. It’s not a coincidence.” While Douglas attributed the city’s lack of
response to the lack of social capital of neighborhood residents, he also recognized the role that
race and racism play in social capital. Tweeting at the transit department and city hall every time
he saw a loose ceiling tile was not a new practice for him, but understanding his actions as an
effort to disrupt structural racism was new.
Disrupting Whiteness through an Intentionally Expanded Social Circle
Douglas’ efforts to disrupt structural racism flowed from his professional life into his
personal life. His journey toward antiracist praxis inspired him to disrupt his largely white social
circles in two important ways. First, he joined a baseball league with primarily BIPOC players.
He said:
The work I’ve been doing with colleagues and families and just learning about different
cultures and communities made me excited to be more engaged with adults with different
backgrounds in a social setting. I’m the only white player on the team and we’ve become
friends. We hang out and we’re texting all the time. One of them said to me recently,
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‘you’re not that typical white guy, you’re one of us.’ And I appreciated that because I
really did make an effort to create collegiality with my team and I don’t think I would
have been able to do that at 20 years old.
Many white teachers working toward anti-racism neither extend their antiracism work into their
personal lives in the intentional and meaningful ways which Douglas did, nor recognize the
importance in doing so (Utt & Tochluk, 2020).
For many white people, antiracist activism ends when it comes to their own children or
“putting something on the line in the name of justice” (Love, 2019, p.159). Although Douglas
lives in a different neighborhood with sought-after schools, he chose to send his son to pre-K at
JES. He explained the motivations for his choice:
They are about the child. They are about supporting a child, not labeling them. The
teachers at JES are among the most skilled that I’ve ever worked with. And also, I wanted
him to be with children that just didn't look like us. I just think that him being able to play
as a child amongst kids from different backgrounds and create those relationships, share
his background with their background and get that common understanding and move
together in a collective, collegial way, I think is really important. He's figuring it out from
age three. He’s not going to be 25 and realizing that he doesn’t have all the tools to
connect with people who are different. So, I think he's going to be ahead of where I was.
Despite early experiences which supported his path toward antiracist praxis, Douglas realized he
hadn’t been equipped with the cross-cultural skills he wanted until he taught at JES. People in
Douglas’ life questioned the decision not to send his son to preschool in the affluent
neighborhood where they live. When friends and family expressed concern that the school and
neighborhood were dangerous, Douglas attempted to explain that their assumptions about the
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school were “based on its zip code instead of the quality of instructors.” And when he “pointed
out that it was a racist assumption, it didn’t go so well.” Douglas’ recognition of the pernicious
ways that racism creeps into people’s worldview, and his willingness to point it out, provide
further evidence of his journey.
Implications
In the CIG, in his classroom, and beyond, Douglas enacted important elements of
antiracist praxis, such as rejecting deficit perspective, recognizing structural racism, disrupting
whiteness on personal and professional levels, and centering the lives and experiences of
students of color, their families, and communities (Love, 2019; Utt & Tochluk, 2020). Douglas’
trajectory toward antiracism has important implications for school leaders, staff developers, and
teacher educators committed to creating conditions for antiracist praxis with teachers and
preservice teachers. In this section, I outline four conditions antiracist leaders and educators can
replicate with their communities.
First, schools must create spaces for discovery, solidarity, and growth. Participation in the
CIG was a mediating factor in Douglas’ capacity and commitment to integrate antiracist praxis
into his teaching and being. The CIG provided a brave space where he could experience
discomfort, expose vulnerabilities, and seek and receive help. Collaborative endeavors within the
CIG built trust across racial identities, encouraged critical reflection, and created a collective
commitment to asset-based perspectives. For example, the Five Whys root cause analysis
protocol (Senge, 1990) guided participants to examine factors impacting student success that
were within their control. These discussions supported CIG teachers to take responsibility for
ways their instruction didn’t serve students and to move away from attributing student lack of
success to deficits in the students. Through this process, Douglas recognized the disconnect in
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wanting students to take leadership for their learning and not providing scaffolded opportunities
for them to practice leadership, which inspired him to make meaningful changes in his
instruction. Storytelling structures allowed Douglas to construct meaning around the ways his
own early experiences, beliefs, and expectations informed his interactions with students (SealeyRuiz, 2021), and also gave him the opportunity to listen deeply to his colleagues’ stories.
Hearing their stories, particularly his BIPOC colleagues, helped Douglas recognize ways that
whiteness and white privilege shaped his experience which had previously been invisible to him
(Weissglass, 1990), an essential step toward recognizing institutional racism and taking action to
interrupt it. The CIG provided sustained engagement, multiple opportunities to investigate the
role of race and racism in classroom practice and beyond, and a balance between structure that
supported action and space that allowed for the messiness of critical reflection (Epstein, 2019;
Maddamsetti, 2021), interrogating whiteness (Matias, 2013), and building authentic relationships
across difference.
A second implication for administrators and coaches involves practicing and modeling
abolitionist leadership. For example, the courageous conversation Ms. Greene, the JES principal,
held with Douglas–when she asked him to consider his role in a student’s behavior–inspired
critical reflection which led to changes in his practice and perspective. Although Douglas was
oriented toward feedback, his respect for Ms. Greene contributed to his willingness to accept her
challenge. Saliently, his respect emanated from the priority he saw her place on student success
over adult comfort, the critical reflection she espoused and practiced, and because she modeled
an unwavering belief in the inherent genius of every student. School leaders and teacher
educators cannot guide teachers to recognize and disrupt inequities in their practice and
perspective without making ongoing and transparent efforts to recognize and disrupt inequities in
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their own practice and perspective. Structural racism survives on siloed and hegemonic roles.
Antiracist praxis thrives when people across differences in role, race, and identity learn and act
in solidarity (Love, 2019; Tevis et al., 2022). In schools, leaders need a relentless focus on
antiracist praxis which includes analyzing instructional efforts, professional development
initiatives, and their own leadership through a lens that asks whether the work supports
abolitionist teaching or not (Horsford, 2014; Love, 2019). For teacher education programs, this
translates into infusing antiracist praxis into all coursework and field work, rather than having
one course focused on culture and race and otherwise allowing whiteness to remain unchecked
(Gorski, 2019; Sleeter, 2001).
The third implication highlights the importance of finding, generating, and sharing
powerful examples of culturally relevant and culturally sustaining curriculum. Witnessing the
effect of culturally relevant and sustaining curriculum on students was transformative for
Douglas. We need more examples of CRSP and abolitionist teaching practices that challenge
students while creating a sense of belonging and hope. Teachers and curriculum developers need
to collaborate with local communities to create engaging curricula that challenge perceptions of
students as disengaged or with limited potential. Job-embedded coaching and the opportunity to
observe colleagues teaching the same curriculum supported Douglas’ self-efficacy as he taught
the culturally relevant and sustaining curriculum in the summer program. Teachers need more
freedom, support, and time to explore and observe new curriculum, as well as to create their
own. Teacher education needs to emphasize the skills and knowledge to build curriculum that
responds to the specific strengths, interests, and histories of students and communities. Further,
leaders and teacher educators must adopt pedagogies which position them as learners alongside
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their students and staff, particularly regarding race, whiteness, and antiracism (Freire, 1970; Jupp
et al., 2019; Whitaker, 2020).
Finally, researchers, teacher educators and staff developers need to imagine, document
and model multiple pathways toward antiracist praxis. Douglas’ antiracist praxis evolved from
his commitment to be an effective teacher and not from a desire to explore race, racism, or his
racial identity. At the beginning of his tenure at JES, Douglas might not have joined a group
focused on whiteness because he had not identified interrogating whiteness as necessary to his
growth as a teacher. While he believed his responsibility as a teacher was to meet the needs of all
students, he had not yet considered that meeting the needs of students of color might require him
to change his practice or perspectives. Some common approaches designed to support white
teachers to embrace antiracist pedagogy might not have supported Douglas to make the growth
he made. In some cases, he might have chosen not to attend if the professional development
around implicit bias, whiteness, and culture was not clearly grounded in classroom practice.
Additionally, Douglas’ changes in practice preceded changes in his perspective. For some
teachers, implementing new curriculum, investing in relationships in the school community, and
participating in guided critical reflection might facilitate the integration of antiracist perspectives
more effectively than first learning about race and racism. Teachers need multiple entry points to
find their individual path toward antiracist praxis.
Conclusion
Douglas is both extraordinary and ordinary, as all humans are. His progress toward
abolitionist teaching and antiracist praxis represents a unique journey informed by the specific
circumstances and events of his life, but also offers valuable insight for school leaders, staff
developers, teacher educators, and researchers committed to supporting educators to integrate
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antiracist praxis into their pedagogy and ways of being. In the current climate of backlash against
teachers as promoters of racial justice, supporting educators to enact antiracist praxis is more
important than ever. When we understand that every move in a classroom, school, or teacher
education program either encourages antiracism or solidifies a racist status quo, the only option
is to pursue antiracist praxis.
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CHAPTER IV
GETTING TO THE WHY: SERVICE LEARNING FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE
On a Tuesday afternoon in September 2020, Seema, a 3rd grade teacher, asked for help
from her Zoom square. She and six colleagues were meeting remotely to plan service-learning
projects for their students at Justice Elementary, a preK-5 public school in the South Bronx. “We
picked hunger as our focus and I want the kids to do something where they can actually see some
impact. I’m open to any ideas.”
The teachers discussed local efforts to address hunger that students could participate in,
from a community fridge on the corner, to nearby food banks, to the daily delivery and
distribution of food donations at their school. They also brainstormed classroom-based projects
like growing food, raising money, and researching hunger around the world.
Justice Elementary sits in the middle of one of the most food insecure neighborhoods in
the United States. The global pandemic turned an already dire situation into a daily crisis,
leaving an enormous number of families without a source of income, due to death, illness, and
job loss.
Toward the end of the discussion, Cristina, a PreK teacher, said, “I'm thinking about how
we have this conversation when we have students at both ends of the spectrum, families who
donate food and money, and other families who receive food boxes or use the fridge daily. So, I
guess I’m curious how we’re being sensitive to something as serious as hunger?”
Cristina’s question launched a collective inquiry that influenced how the group planned
service-learning projects, and ultimately transformed their vision for service learning altogether.
At monthly meetings over the course of the year, they applied a critical lens to service learning in
elementary school classrooms. Initially, the teachers’ discussions centered on strategies to
prevent the projects from creating feelings of shame or sadness in students who might be
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experiencing hunger or whose families relied on food donations. Soon, though, concern about the
impact on individual students gave way to more universal questions about the ways communitybased service learning could reinforce deficit perspectives about the neighborhood and people
who lived there. Their questions and learning generated valuable insight and guidance for
educators who want to plan service-learning projects with a social justice orientation. Using
examples from the YLE teachers’ discussion and projects, this article offers an overview of
service learning and shares key learnings to ensure service learning is in service of social justice.
What is Service Learning?
Service learning is an approach to teaching and learning that integrates academic learning
standards into community service. With an emphasis on experiential learning and real-world
problem solving, service learning has roots in the educational philosophies of John Dewey and
Booker T. Washington. In the last 30 years, service learning has gained popularity and traction in
elementary schools. Whereas the goal of community service is to positively impact the
population being served, service learning, in contrast, prioritizes the growth and skill
development of the students providing the service. Additionally, while community service can be
a one-time event, service-learning projects span weeks or semesters. A canned food drive is an
example of community service, however, if students study nutrition to determine which canned
foods are healthiest and put persuasive writing strategies into practice to encourage participation
and the donation of particular foods, the can drive becomes service learning. Performing for
seniors at a community center is community service but becomes service learning if students
interview seniors and create a book of their oral histories. Service learning can drive meaningful
learning for students; however, it can also lead to unintended negative outcomes in how students
view the people they’re helping.
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Service Learning and Inadvertent Deficit Perspective
Service-learning projects are often framed as a group of fortunate people donating their
time, energy, and expertise to helping less fortunate people. David Kirkland of NYU writes that,
in some cases, “service learning has come to mean something equivalent to an extended and
sustained field trip for privileged learners who often imagine their roles in communities as agents
of salvation as opposed to agents of service.” When teachers and students conceptualize the
service as charity, participation can intensify the perception of inequality and difference, rather
than break down barriers.
The teachers at Justice Elementary had a glimmer of how this happens when, a few
weeks into the hunger project, Seema shared her concern that the third graders were distancing
themselves from people who needed food. “They talk about it like we need to get some food for
the poor people. It’s not disdain but it’s closer to pity than connection.”
Layla, a second-grade teacher, concurred, “I’ve noticed something similar, like they don’t
get that anyone could experience hunger, that some of them have before, or are right now.”
Before planning next steps, the teachers wanted to learn more about their students’
thinking. Listening carefully helped them realize many students conflated hunger with
homelessness and that, despite the number of students who had experienced some form of
homelessness, whether living in a shelter or doubled up with family or friends, they associated
homelessness with stereotypical images of people living on the street. Understanding the schema
their students had already developed was instrumental to expanding it. Picture books like
Maddi’s Fridge and Lulu and the Hunger Monster introduced a child’s perspective which
supported discussion and deepened the students’ thinking in developmentally accessible ways.
These stories, along with videos and articles, gave students’ language, demystified hunger, built
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empathy, and provided inspiration for ways they could help, including being sensitive to
invisible things their classmates might be experiencing.
As the teachers explored how to plan curriculum which could interrupt students’ negative
perceptions, they began to rethink some of their regular approaches to service learning, such as
taking students on a needs assessment walk to generate project ideas. Service-learning literature
commonly advocates neighborhood walks where students carry clipboards and make lists of
things they don’t like and want to change in their neighborhoods. Conceived as a strategy to
center student voice and validate student perspective, the teachers now saw inviting students to
focus on problems as problematic. “It’s pretty much the opposite of being asset-based,” Douglas,
a fifth-grade teacher, observed.
In addition to concerns about whether service-learning project activities might
inadvertently contribute to students’ deficit views of others, the teachers also worried that the
projects might shape students' deficit views of themselves. The neighborhood needs assessment
might not qualify as a strengths-based activity in any context but felt more troubling in a
neighborhood highly impacted by poverty. Sacha, a second-grade teacher, commented, “It just
seems like if what you hear and see about your neighborhood has to do with the level of crime
and poverty and how everyone is trying to get out, that’s a different frame of reference than if
you start from a place of feeling like where you live is desirable.”
As an antidote to the deficit view, Sacha and her co-teacher, Layla, developed a module
centered on community leaders who were taking action to address hunger. Students interviewed
a local restaurant owner who pivoted during Covid to cooking and donating hundreds of meals
daily, first for emergency responders working around the clock and then for anyone who lost
work during the pandemic. The parent coordinator at their school shared how she had formed
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partnerships with multiple food banks so families could pick up food when they picked up their
kids. The students went on a virtual field trip to a community garden and talked to a volunteer
who organized neighbors to grow and harvest vegetables for a nearby shelter. Layla and Sacha
reported that the community leaders module was the students’ favorite part of the project. They
attributed the students’ interest and engagement to the excitement of learning about successes
and the power of role models from within the community. Positioning the guest speakers as
leaders changed the dynamic from the students doing something for people who were hungry, to
learning from and working with people and initiatives already in place. Investigating community
heroes disrupted the idea that the community was too flawed to fix its own problems.
Inspired by mutual aid societies which gained visibility during the pandemic, a few
teachers raised the idea of reciprocity versus service. Lizzie, a fourth-grade teacher, said, “I think
part of it is focusing on the idea of being in community. When we’re in community, we work to
make the community healthy for everyone. Everyone has ways they can help, and everyone
needs help and sometimes some people need more help than others.”
Cristina expanded on the idea, “Yes, and then the motivation kind of shifts from helping
someone because I have more resources or time or whatever, to helping the community because
I’m part of it and this is how we want the world to be.” Again, teachers found children’s books
instrumental in helping young students think and talk about community and mutual aid in
concrete and meaningful ways. A selection of children’s books that teachers used to support
discussions about hunger and community solidarity are provided below.

Children’s books to support asset-based discussions of hunger
Lulu and the Hunger Monster by Erik Talkin
When their van breaks down, Lulu’s mother must spend their food money to get it fixed. The
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hunger monster makes it hard to concentrate at school, especially because Lulu thinks it’s her
fault.
Maddi’s Fridge by Lois Brandt
Maddi and Sofia are best friends who do everything together and like all the same things, but
Sofia’s fridge is full and Maddi’s is empty. Sofia wants to help but Maddi asks her not to tell
anyone.
Saturday at the Food Pantry by Diane O’Neill
At the food pantry with her mother, Molly runs into her classmate, Caitlyn, who is
embarrassed to be seen there. Molly tries to convince Caitlyn that everyone needs help
sometimes.
Books to support discussions about mutual aid and community solidarity
The One Day House by Julia Durango and Bianca Diaz
Wilson dreams of all the ways he can help improve his older friend Gigi’s house so that she’ll
be warm, comfortable, and happy.
Fair Shares by Pippa Goodhart
Bear and Hare both need chairs to reach the pears, but they don’t need the same number.
Together they figure out that fair doesn’t always mean equal.
A Hat for Mrs. Goldman by Michelle Edwards
Mrs. Goldman makes hats for everyone who needs one. Sophia figures out the perfect way to
thank her.

What is service learning for social justice?
The teachers’ discussion about how service learning might align more closely with “how
we want the world to be” echoed the ideas behind service learning for social justice. In addition
to helping others, supporting academic growth, and fostering community engagement, the
emphasis on social justice brings in a focus on disrupting structural inequities. While service
learning for social justice doesn’t require that projects themselves dismantle unjust systems,
there is an expectation that students will develop a deeper consciousness of inequities by
examining root causes and not just attending to symptoms. As an example, students facilitating a
canned food drive could explore racialized, socioeconomic, and geographic patterns of food
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insecurity and try to answer why food isn’t distributed equally. Students working with seniors
might focus oral histories on the seniors’ experiences living through different social justice
movements, and investigate why so many seniors in the United States are economically and
socially marginalized.
Rahima C. Wade, an expert in service learning for social justice, advocates for
incorporating principles of social justice education into service learning. She explains that “too
often, service-learning projects neglect to include a focus on the root causes of the problem at
hand; nor are students often encouraged to question why the need for service exists in the first
place.” Wade identified eight principles of social justice education and described how they
could be incorporated into service learning:
● Student-centered: Students choose the issue for service learning, and the project
focused on how the issue connects with their lives
● Collaborative: Students collaborate with classmates, others in the school, and
most importantly, the recipients of the service, in the design and conduct of the
service-learning project.
● Experiential: Students actively engage in all aspects of designing, implementing,
and evaluating the project
● Intellectual: Students seek a variety of sources with multiple perspectives as they
study and analyze the issue they have chosen. They use subject matter skills and
knowledge to plan and carry out their service learning.
● Analytical: Students examine the root causes of the problem they are addressing.
They consider whose voices have been excluded and what their own role is in
relation to the problem.
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● Multicultural: Students adopt an inclusive approach to the problem they are
addressing, in terms of understanding the issue from diverse perspectives and also
in terms of whom they involve and how they work together on the problem.
● Value-based: Students acknowledge the controversial nature of aspects of the
problem they are addressing. They examine and discuss the values involved.
● Activist: Students engage in direct and/or indirect service as well as advocacy
aimed at creating a more socially just society.
Service learning for social justice responds to the critique that addressing needs without
contextualizing them against larger issues of inequity can contribute to deficit perspectives. By
looking beyond individuals or groups and into systems, service learning for social justice
disrupts the unspoken message or hidden curriculum that people or groups who need support are
deficient, and, instead helps build students’ critical consciousness, their understanding of how
power works in the world.
Digging In: Exploring the Root Causes of Inequities
As the teachers focused on incorporating elements of social justice education into their
service-learning projects, the root cause question persisted. Sacha said, “I feel like if we don’t
address why some people have so much food and some don’t have enough, it still comes back to
a deficit.” Sacha’s assertion resonated with the principles of service learning for social justice,
and over the next few meetings, the teachers grappled with how to introduce structural inequities
and systemic racism to young children. With the youngest students, they framed the discussions
about fairness and the unfairness of hoarding resources. With upper elementary students, the
teachers connected food disparities to the racism and greed that drives political decisions about
finance, employment, infrastructure, and resource distribution.
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In Douglas’ class, root causes became a significant part of the project. Before Douglas
identified the neighborhood needs assessment walk as problematic, his fifth graders spent an
afternoon walking the blocks near their school, listing what they wanted to change. Litter topped
the list. The students’ initial service ideas included organizing a block clean up and creating a
campaign to educate people about why they shouldn’t litter. Research about the negative effects
of litter raised their awareness of the dangers of backed up storm drains and the impact on
marine life. In their preparation for the education campaign, students did a survey of local
garbage cans.
“That’s when they started asking really great questions,” Douglas explained. “First, why
are there so few cans? How are we expecting people to use the cans if they’re overflowing? And
second, why are they so gross?” A student’s casual question about how to get better garbage cans
sparked an in-depth advocacy project. Douglas continued, “So, the class was calling the
sanitation department and writing to the city council to figure out who’s in charge of getting new
garbage cans and then, coincidentally, we went on a field trip to the Metropolitan Museum, and,
of course, the kids notice the garbage cans on the Upper East Side. And they’re clean and big and
new. I think that’s when the inequity really hit home for them and lit a fire and they were
unstoppable.”
The students learned about discretionary budgets, funding priorities, and infrastructure,
wrote persuasive essays that turned into letters and speeches which they read to their city
councilperson, and went on local television to talk about their advocacy work. The question of
why some neighborhoods had so many more resources drove their investigation.
“That’s not an easy conversation,” Douglas shared, “because there’s no good answer.
Why have people stacked the decks against immigrants, against poor people, against people of
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color? How do you talk about that in an affirming way?” Taking agency for creating change in
their own neighborhood affirmed the students more than any classroom discussion could. When
their councilperson found a way to include new garbage cans in the 2021 budget, she invited the
students to a ribbon cutting event scheduled for summer. Although, as of this writing, the
funding and new garbage cans have yet to materialize, the project surpassed the goals of service
learning for social justice.
Imagining a Better World
When the group reflected on what they had learned about service learning for social
justice, a few key ideas emerged. Primarily, the importance of planning surfaced. “If we did this
again, I would be more thoughtful and intentional from the beginning about the language we
used and the connections to bigger issues.” Sacha said. Seema added, “Also, I’d do more
thinking about the perspectives I bring to it.” To encourage this kind of intentional planning, the
teachers created a list of questions to support themselves and other educators to plan service
learning that helps students and teachers imagine and work toward a better, more just world.
Questions to guide planning for service-learning projects for social justice:
1. How does the project draw on community strengths?
2. What affirming language are you using to describe the population being served?
3. What misconceptions or deficit perspectives do you and/or your students carry about
the issue or the population being served?
4. How can you ensure that students understand the project as a reciprocal experience that
happens with and not for other people?
5. How will students investigate root causes of the issue?
6. How do you understand the issue as connected to structural and systemic inequities?
How will you communicate that in accessible and affirming ways to your students?
7. How will you help students imagine a world without this issue?

When Lizzie reflected on her learning, she said, “It’s not a paradox, but almost, because
we want the kids to feel like helping out is part of the responsibility of being in a community, but
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we’re also wanting them to see that there doesn’t need to be this level of need. There shouldn’t
be this level of need.”
Cristina said, “It’s both-and, right? We take care of our community and we work to make
the world more fair because we believe it should be and it can be.”
Service learning for social justice has the potential to inspire students to do both: to work
to address the consequences of inequity and to work to create a more just world.
Recommended books for Teachers:
● Service-Learning and Social Justice: Engaging Students in Social Change by Susan
Benigni Cipolle
● Practice What You Teach: Social Justice Education in the Classroom and the Streets by
Bree Picower
● The Activist Learner: Inquiry, Literacy, and Service to Make Learning Matter by
Jeffrey D. Wilhelm, Whitney Douglas, Sara W. Fry
● The Complete Guide to Service Learning: Proven, Practical Ways to Engage Students
in Civic Responsibility, Academic Curriculum, & Social Action by Cathryn Berger
Kaye M.A.
● Multicultural Service Learning: Educating Teachers in Diverse Communities by
Marilynne Boyle-Baise
● Hope and Healing in Urban Education: How Urban Activists and Teachers Are
Reclaiming Matters of the Heart by Shawn Ginwright
● Textured Teaching: A Framework for Culturally Sustaining Practices by Lorena Escoto
Germán
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CHAPTER V
CONCLUSION
“There are not a lot of places where teachers have an open forum to discuss
what’s really going on in our classrooms, especially as it connects to what’s going
on in the world. Having that space, knowing we were going to start with ourselves
and our students, looking through a lens of equity, that built the muscle to apply a
lot more criticality to how I think about my teaching.” – Sacha

“[Our CIG] has been so important in creating a space where we can talk honestly.
The time we take with these prompts, these conversations, these stories, just
sharing our different perspectives and different backgrounds, that’s improved my
teaching because I have a broader perspective, and it’s also deepened my trust
because I see that we share a passion for strengthening our school.” – Cristina

“The biggest part of [our CIG] was learning to see how systemic and historical
inequities play out in schools and classrooms and between teachers and students.
We dove deep into that and it changed how I approach everything. That wouldn’t
have happened without having colleagues with diverse perspectives and
experiences and that wouldn’t have happened without the container of [the CIG]
to connect with each other.” – Douglas
If we are serious about wanting stronger, more equitable, and more culturally
sustaining outcomes for multiply marginalized students, schooling needs to change,
which means that professional learning and support for teachers need to change. The CIG
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at JSE supported a racially diverse group of teachers to develop their racial literacy and
apply their learning to classroom practice. During a particularly trying time for teachers
as they managed a global pandemic and its dire and inequitable consequences, as well as
social unrest related to systemic racism, the CIG provided an oasis where they could
focus on their practice and their students, excavate their beliefs, experiences, and
perceptions, and analyze how educational policies and practices are complicit with the
goals of white supremacy. Teachers created powerful curriculum, developed innovative
routines, and built a network of trust and connection that supported them to innovate and
serve students well. All they needed was time, space, freedom, and support to nurture a
container of critical reflection, action, and trust. While the successes of the CIG reflect
the strengths, commitment, and passion of the specific teachers who participated, the
structures are replicable.
Navarro (2018) asked readers to “consider how a community of transformative
praxis model could occur at a school-site” (p.354) because of the power and challenges of
a school community engaging in critical inquiry together. This study attempted to
respond to that call.
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